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Karma is perhaps the most famous concept in Indian 
philosophy, but there is no comprehensive study of 
its various meanings or philosophical implications. 
Under the sponsorship of the American Council of 
Learned Societies and the Social Science Research 
Council, leading American Indologists met on several 
occasions to discuss their ideas about karma. The result 
is this volume. 

Exchanges of draft essays led to a harmony of 
approach and an underlying set of methodological 
assumptions: a corpus of definitions of karma, a dia- 
lectic between abstract theory and historical explana- 
tion, an awareness of logical oppositions in theories of 
karma. No "solution" to the paradox of karma is 
offered, but the volume as a whole presents a con- 
sistent and encompassing approach to the many dif- 
ferent, often conflicting, Indian statements of the 
problem. 

The particular value of the book lies in both its scope 
and its rich detail. Following an introductory essay, 
Wendy Doniger O'Flaherty presents the Vedic and 
Puranic background to the theory of karma. There 
follow studies of karma in the Mahdbhurata (J. Bruce 
Long), the Dharmasdstras (Ludo Rocher), the medical 
textbooks (Mitchell G. Weiss), and the Tamil tradition 
(George L. Hart, III). Buddhist and Jaina concepts, 
perhaps the most pervasive formulations of karma, 
are treated for early Buddhism with a hypothesis of the 
derivation of karma from tribal ideas ethicized 
by Buddhism (Gananath Obeysekere), Pali Buddhism 
(James McDermott), and Tantric Buddhism (William 
Stablein). Padmanabh S. Jaini contributes a new hypo- 
thesis of the interaction of linear and cyclical ideas of 
transmigration in Jainism, to which he attributes the 
origin of the karma theory. Karl H. Potter sets forth 
the philosophical implications of karma, challenging 
McKim Marriott; Gerald Larson attempts to resolve 
the two approaches, while Wilhelm Halbfass demon- 
strates the ways in which later Indian philosophy 
produced resolutions of its own. The various chapters 
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WENDY DONIGER O'FLAHERTY 



These twelve essays are the first fruit {phala) of two conferences that 
took place as part of a project sponsored by the Joint Committee on 
South Asia of the American Council of Learned Societies— Social Sci- 
ence Research Council. At the first meeting, on the serene shores of 
Lake Wilderness near Seattle, on October 22-23, 1976, preliminary 
problems were discussed and plans made to develop a series of publi- 
cations and to hold further meetings. At the Association for Asian 
Studies meeting on March 25-27, 1977, early drafts of six of the papers 
in this volume were presented and subjected to spirited and enthusias- 
tic discussion. At the second karma conference, in Pasadena on 
January 26-29, 1978, further questions arising out of the revised 
papers were argued and new plans made for further conferences — 
and on and on, world without end, until we exhaust the patience and 
the pocketbook of the ACLS-SSRC. 

There was a very special mood at all of these encounters, inspired 
in part by the great pains taken by Karl Potter, the organizer of the 
project (together with David Szanton of the SSRC), to make sure that 
everything ran smoothly, and in part by the openness and relaxed 
intelligence of the participating scholars. Instead of wasting time and 
energy on the uneasy one-upmanship that so often plagues such meet- 
ings, everyone seemed genuinely interested in learning something 
from colleagues, in trying to find out what we wanted to know and 
how we might go about finding it out. Although we left each meeting 

ix 
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with the feeling that we had raised more questions than we could 
answer, and perhaps had not even asked all the right questions, I 
think we found out a lot; the reader will judge for himself. (A list of 
the participants at the two conferences appears at the end of this 
volume.) I was also fortunate in finding a particularly sympathetic 
and intelligent student, William K. Mahony, to prepare the index for 
this volume. 

In reading over the papers for the final editing, I was struck by the 
degree to which they draw upon one another and by the harmony, if 
not uniformity, of their approaches. To some extent this is the result 
of two scholars arriving at the same idea about a problem because it 
was a reasonable idea (one hesitates to say "the right idea"). But this 
harmony was further enhanced by the circulation of many of the 
papers (including some not included in this volume) before and after 
each conference; one by-product of this cross-fertilization is a kind of 
leapfrog cross-referencing in the essays, paper A referring to an ear- 
lier draft of paper B, which, in turn, cites an earlier draft of A. 

Karl Potter and McKim Marriott are the two central and unifying 
forces in this volume, the hubs from which all the other papers de- 
volve like spokes: Karl an immanent presence, organizing and 
suggesting and asking provocative questions, while Kim was more 
transcendent, an eminence grise whose revolutionary perceptions of 
Indian social interaction cropped up again and again in our discus- 
sions. Though he wrote no essay for this volume, several of the essays 
refer to a concept central to his published work, a concept that will be 
summarized in the following pages. 

In preparing this introduction, I have tried to reconstruct some- 
thing of the spirit of those exciting interactions, to point out the Unks 
and conflicts that came to light as we talked, to help the reader put the 
papers together and derive his own insights from them as we did in 
Seattle and Pasadena. I have drawn heavily upon notes made during 
the final meetings and am indebted to my colleagues for their ideas 
and for allowing me to make my own (often very different) sense of 
them. I have arranged the papers in three categories, each in a roughly 
chronological sequence: Hinduism (beginning with the Vedas, 
through the Mahabharatdy Dharmasastras, medical texts, and early 
Tamil texts), Buddhism and Jainism (beginning with the postulated 
sources of Buddhism, through Theravada to Tantric Buddhism and 
Jainism), and philosophical texts (Potter's article in response to Mar- 
riott, then Halbfass on the development of the theory, and Larson in 
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response to Potter). For readers unfamiliar with the karma theory, it 
might be easiest to begin with the philosophical section, setting forth 
the basic ideas in their various abstract permutations; another logical 
starting point might be Gananath Obeyesekere's article, which is here 
used as the anchor piece for the section on Buddhism but which also 
provides a useful theoretical framework in which to view both the 
historical and the logical development of the karma theory. 

The Definition of Karma 

Much of our time at the first conference at Lake Wilderness was 
devoted to a lively but ultimately vain attempt to define what we 
meant by karma and rebirth. The unspoken conclusion was that we 
had a sufficiently strong idea of the parameters of the topic to go 
ahead and study it, in the hope that perhaps then we would be able to 
see more clearly precisely what we had studied (rather like the woman 
who said to Abraham Lincoln, "How do I know what I think *til I 
hear what I say?"). After all the papers were written and had been 
discussed at Pasadena, we mustered our courage to attempt the defini- 
tion agam, and came up with several possible formulations. The gen- 
eral consensus that we were dealing with a theory of rebirth based on 
the moral quality of previous lives was further refined by A. K. 
Ramanujan (A) and Charles Keyes (B): The three essential constitu- 
ents of a karma theory are A: (1) causality (ethical or non-ethical, 
involving one life or several lives); (2) ethicization (the belief that 
good and bad acts lead to certain results in one life or several lives); 
(3) rebirth. B: (1) explanation of present circumstances with reference 
to previous actions, including (possibly) actions prior to birth; (2) 
orientation of present actions toward future ends, including (possi- 
bly) those occurring after death; (3) moral basis on which action past 
and present is predicated. 

Though there remain certain ambiguities and exceptions even in 
these careful summaries, it seemed a sufficiently solid basis on which 
to proceed to other problems. We had, at one point, hoped to be able 
to construct a typology of karma theories: '*A differs from B in the 
following ways." This is still a desideratum and a task that might well 
be undertaken by making intelligent use of the data assembled in this 
volume, but it is a task that we found impossible to begin until we had 
surveyed the vast native literature, and one which even then presents 
major organizational and theoretical problems. Someday, perhaps, it 
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will be possible to present family trees of karma theories, grids of 
karma theories, a kind of police Identikit for all theoretically possible 
as well as actually occurring karma theories. For the moment, how- 
ever, it seemed wise to pause at this point and publish the fruits of our 
preliminary treasure-hunting: all you wanted to know about karma 
and never dared (bothered?) to ask. 



Abstract Theory versus Historical Explanation 

As a result of an unresolved argument as to whether karma was a 
theory, a model, a paradigm, a metaphor, or a metaphysical stance, 
the question of our own approach to the subject was scrutinized: do 
we seek to construct a purely theoretical model or to explain a histor- 
ical process? In defense of the first view it was suggested that a 
historical approach is too narrow, depending on esoteric texts, while 
a typology would at least allow us to see the patterns that may under- 
lie not only the extant texts but a broader Indian concept of karma; 
that although models as analogies do not generate further knowledge, 
models as ideal types enable one to define terms. In favor of the 
second view it was argued that models cannot be arbitrary but must 
be predictive, that they must attempt to explain what actually hap- 
pened. Fully aware of the pitfalls inherent not only in each of the 
theoretical positions but, even more, in the attempt to apply either 
one to the karma material, we threw caution to the wind and tackled 
both. I should like to devote the rest of this introduction to a sum- 
mary of a few of the insights in these two areas derived from the 
conferences and from the papers in this volume. 



The Historical Origins of the Karma Theory 

Gananath Obeyesekere*s essay suggests that we look for the origins 
of the idea of karma in ancient Indian tribal religions in the Gangetic 
region where Buddhism and Jainism, as well as the religion of the 
Ajlvakas, flourished. He argues that it is reasonable to suppose that a 
simple theory of rebirth, not unlike those which occur in other parts 
of the world, underwent certain changes in order to develop into the 
specifically Indian theory of karma; that ethicization transformed 
rebirth into the Buddhist and Jaina theories of karma. (Similarly, the 
transactions implicit in the Vedic ritual of sraddha, when applied to 
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the equally amoral Vedic concept of entry into heaven, resulted in the 
Hindu theory of karma.) Obeyesekere shows the way that Buddhism 
approached the potential conflict between layman-oriented and 
hhikku'Onented religion (which has clear parallels in the Hindu con- 
flict between householder and sannyasin, dharma and moksa). In 
fact, the overwhelming acceptance of merit transfer in Buddhism 
despite its doctrinal inappropriateness may be seen as a solution to 
this conflict: the bhikku's merit is transferred to the layman, as the 
layman transfers food to the bhikku (a process that is seen not only in 
the sraddha transaction but in the svadharma basis of the caste sys- 
tem, whereby one group achieves merit for another group restricted 
to a less auspicious profession). 

It is clear from Obeyesekere's presentation that the karma theory 
of rebirth is not a linear development from Vedic and Upanisadic 
religion, but a composite structure. At this point one might ask if it 
would be possible to separate these strands and to determine the 
chronological order in which they developed. It seems implicit in 
Obeyesekere's argument that the **tribaP' substratum came first, and 
indeed many scholars have long supported a theory that all three of 
the great ancient religions of India originated with non- Aryan tribal 
teachers in the Ganges valley. But since we know virtually nothing 
about these hypothetical sages other than our own defining assump- 
tion that they were not Vedic, it might be argued that "tribal" is 
merely a scholarly way of saying "we do not know who they were.** 

The remaining candidates for historical primacy are the Vedic 
thinkers, the heterodox thinkers ( Jaina, Buddhist, and Ajivaka), and 
the Dravidians (ancestors of the Tamil speakers, or, hypothetically, 
inhabitants of the Indus Valley Civilization). Let us examine each of 
these witnesses in turn. The Vedic sacrifice was called "karma" and 
the word retains that meaning in the Upanisads (and even later), but 
with additional, superseding connotations. The Brhadaranyaka Upa- 
nisad (4.4.5-6) says that karma is what determines one's good or 
evil rebirth, karma surely designating action including but not limited 
to sacrifice. The Svetasvatara Upanisad begins with a discussion of 
the various causes for man's birth — time, inherent nature, necessity, 
chance, and so forth — not including the word "karma," which may 
be implicit in the others. 

One aspect of the karma theory, at least, seems firmly rooted in the 
Vedic tradition, and that is the concept of transfer of merit. Karl 
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Potter has formulated a possibly historical contrast between theories 
of karma that assume a possibility of transfer of karma and those that 
do not. The first of these assumptions may be understood in terms of 
McKim Marriott's transactional model of Hindu society: 

By Indian modes of thought, what goes on between actors are the same 
connected processes of mixing and separation that go on within actors. 
Actors' particular natures are thought to be results as well as causes of their 
particular actions {karma). Varied codes of action or codes of conduct 
(dharma) are thought to be naturally embodied in actors and otherwise 
substantialized in the flow of things that pass among actors. Thus the as- 
sumption of the easy, proper separability of action from actor, of code from 
substance (similar to the assumption of the separability of law from nature, 
norm from behavior, mind from body, spirit or energy from matter), that 
pervades both Western philosophy and Western common sense ... is gen- 
erally absent.^ 

Marriott describes the manner in which various groups are defined in 
relationship to one another by the degree to which they do or do not 
accept from one another what Marriott calls "code-substance** or 
"substance-code,** though all transactions take place on a spectrum in 
which actor and action, substance and code, are one. These transac- 
tions are classified as optimal, pessimal, maximal, and minimal. He 
distinguishes paradigmatic approaches involving minimal transac- 
tions, with the emphasis on the actor (such as Jainism), from syntag- 
matic approaches involving maximal transactions, with the emphasis 
on the action (Buddhism). 

The second assumption, that karma may not be transferred, under- 
lies the Yoga and Advaita Vedantic philosophical models, in Potter's 
view. Gerald Larson, however, challenges this dichotomy and re- 
defines the apparent conflict in terms provided by Sahkhya philoso- 
phy. A very different attempt to resolve the views of Marriott and 
Potter occurs in Ashok K. Gangadean's essay on karma. I am grate- 
ful to Dr. Gangadean for allowing me to present some of his 

1. McKim Marriott, "Hindu Transactions: Diversity without Dualism," in Transac- 
tion and Meaning, ed. Bruce Kapferer, Institute for the Study of Human Issues 
(Philadelphia, 1976), pp. 109-110. See also Marriott and Ronald Inden, "Caste Sys- 
tems," Encyclopedia Bntannica (1973), vol. C, pp. 983 ff. 

2. Ashok K. Gangadean, "Comparative Ontology and the Interpretation of 
'Karma,' " paper presented at the Society for Asian and Comparative Philosophy 
session on karma, Chicago, March 30, 1978, in conjunction with the meeting of the 
Association for Asian Studies; and at the International Society for the Comparative 
Study of Civilizations, University of Wisconsin, Milwaukee, April 15, 1978. Revised 
and pubhshed in the Indian Philosophical QHarterly, n.s. 6:2 (January, 1979). 
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conclusions — outside the context of his long and carefully reasoned 
argument — to illuminate this particular point for us: 

Potter and Marriott are speaking on different levels. Marriott is developing a 
general conceptual model which applies to all existent entities in a samsaric 
world. And in this world of qualificational monism, where all existents are 
"dividual," existential transformations or transactions are possible or con- 
ceivable on all levels. But it is clear that dividual entities retain their identity 
through such transformations. Which specific constituent qualities (sub- 
stance-code) of an individual are in fact transferred or transacted is open 
to differing interpretations. It is perfectly plausible for Yoga and Advaita to 
be ontologically committed to the generic paradigm and nevertheless deny 
that karmic residues are in fact transferred between different persons. But 
this does not mean that qualificational transference (transaction of 
substance-code) in general must be rejected, much less the rejection of the 
generic paradigm as a whole. On the contrary, both Yoga and Advaita are 
committed to the ontological features of the karma paradigm: to samsara, to 
transmigration, and to quaiificational monism. . . . 

Again, if Yoga and Advaita are simply denying the specific case of 
karmic transference between persons, then the disagreement between Potter 
and Marriott is accommodated, indeed made possible, by the generic 
paradigm. For this paradigm in principle (and formally) allows for qualita- 
tive transference at<^// levels of existence. This makes it possible for a particu- 
lar theory to deny that there is transfer of karma, while another contrary 
theory affirms this. . . . Such diversity at the level of specifics is to be ex- 
pected and celebrated, rather than found problematic or to be explained 
away.^ 

We have, therefore, two different aspects of a consistent ontology. 
The first element, the concept of transfer, seems very old in India, 
and very persistent. James McDermott demonstrates that the idea of 
transferred karma continued to plague the Buddhists, with whose 
canonical formulations it is demonstrably inconsistent, and he sup- 
ports B. C. Law's suggestion that this idea was taken over from the 
Brahmanic sraddha rites. P. S. Jaini points out that the idea of trans- 
fer is even more repugnant to the Jainas, who therefore adamantly 
refuse to allow it to influence their doctrine; the Jaina cosmology 
does not even allot any place for the world of the ancestors (pitrs) to 
whom sraddha would be offered. Wilhelm Halbfass offers evidence 
that the sraddha was a central target of ridicule even among Hindus, 
an archaism, perhaps, that remained stubbornly in the way of certain 
later developments. Further support for the sraddha as the basis of 

3. Gangadean, pp. 30-31. Further citations from Marriott's article appear in Karl 
Potter's and Gerald Larson's articles in this volume. 
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the transactional karma model may be seen in some of the arguments 
presented in my essay in this volume. Finally, it is clear from material 
presented by Potter and Mitchell Weiss that food is the basic medium 
by which parental karma is transferred; the pinda offered to the an- 
cestors is a primary form of karma; might it not be the primary 
karmic transaction? If the transactional karma theory is indeed pri- 
mary, and linked intimately with parental karma, it is surely signif- 
icant that parental karma looms largest in non-philosophical, 
transaction-oriented contexts: in popular Buddhism (as reflected in 
certain theories described by McDermott and Stablein), in Puranic 
Hinduism, and in the medical texts cited by Weiss and Stablein. 

Another reflection of the sraddha ritual in karma theory appears in 
the persistence of rice (the basic element of the sraddha offering of 
pinda) in the so-called non- transactional karma model: the grain of 
rice as the seed of causation (the heart of the karma problem), the 
Upanisadic suggestion that a man may be born as a grain of rice, the 
rice crop in the agricultural metaphor for karma cited by Potter, the 
likening of embryonic development to the separation of rice into 
sediment and water, and so forth. In contemporary Tamil thought, 
too, sexual union is likened to the hand of a mother feeding rice into a 
child's mouth, the woman opening as the child naturally opens his 
mouth, the man feeding seed as the mother feeds rice.*^ The metaphor 
works in the other direction, as well: the Tamils speak of ploughing as 
"mixing," a reference to the mixing of male and female to make a 
child; the paddy is an embryo that sprouts just as the human embryo 
"sprouts" fingers and toes. The wordpinduy which in Tamil as well as 
in Sanskrit (as we shall see) designates an embryo, is also used to refer 
to the paddy seed. The paddy plants are likened to children, cared for 
by women (after the men have ploughed and sown the seed); the 
harvest therefore produces considerable guilt. ^ 

The rice imagery raises several possible historical questions. If this 
is the earlier form of the theory of rebirth, why was rice chosen as the 
symbolic grain, rather than some other form of grain, such as wheat 
or barley? The prevalence of the rice imagery seems to exclude the 

4. Margaret Trawick Egnor, "The Sacred Spell and Other Conceptions of Life in 
Tamil Culture," a dissertation submitted . . . for the degree of doctor of philosophy, 
Department of Anthropology, University of Chicago, March, 1978, p. 142, 

5. Margaret Trawick Egnor, "The Symbolism of Paddy in Tamilnadu," paper pre- 
sented at the Conference on Religion in South India at Martha's Vineyard, May 13, 
1979. 
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Indus Valley as a source of the karma theory, for this was a wheat- 
growing civilization. Rice was developed on the other side of the 
Gangetic plain, among tribal peoples dwelling on the borderlands of 
South and Southeast Asia — tribes among whom an aboriginal idea of 
merit for the dead also occurs.^ This would lend support to Obeyese- 
kere's theory of the primary role of tribal people in the karma theory, 
and it is easy to see why the rice imagery would be so persistent and, 
perhaps, even why the karma theory would arise among rice-growers 
rather than wheat-growers: rice is planted twice, first the seed and 
then the seedling that is replanted; rice is also harvested over and over 
in a year, rather than at a single harvest season; hence it is a natural 
symbol for rebirth. The rice evidence supports a tribal rather than an 
Indus Valley origin for the karma theory, and this is further substan- 
tiated by George Hart's argument that the Tamils did not believe in 
reincarnation at all until the Aryans came and that the karma theory 
reflects Buddhist and Jaina influence when it does appear in Tamil 
texts. 

This brings us, finally, to the heterodox sources of the karma 

theory. Though Jaini and McDermott have shown that the idea of 
merit transfer is foreign (and repugnant) to these traditions, other 
elements of the karma theory may well have originated here. By the 
third century A.D., the Jainas had by far the most copious karma 
literature, which may imply that they were the ones who first devoted 
their attention to certain aspects of that theory. Yet Jaini argues that 
the linear theory of samsara which is one component of the Jaina 
view comes from the Ajivakas with their finite samsara; it is, 
moreover, a non-ethical theory, like that postulated for the ancient 
"tribals." Once again problems arise from the largely unknown na- 
ture of Ajivaka thought, despite A. L. Basham's thorough study of it; 
yet perhaps there is sufficient evidence to show that at least this one 
strand of the karma theory may be traced back to the Ajivakas. To 
postulate an "Ajivaka origin" or "Dravidian origin" or "tribal origin" 
is to some extent a way of passing the buck away from the major 
religions which must be explained; it is a scholarly way of saying 
"somewhere else." Indeed, the scholars who have examined each of 
the major traditions seek the source of the karma theory elsewhere. 
There was such constant interaction between Vedism and Bud- 

6. Personal communication from Charles Keyes. 
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dhism in the early period that it is fruitless to attempt to sort out the 

earlier source of many doctrines; they lived in one another's pockets, 
like Picasso and Braque (who were, in later years, unable to say 
which of them had painted certain paintings from their earlier, shared 
period). To postulate sraddha as the "source" of transfer of merit in 
Buddhism is to ignore the stark chronological fact that the sraddha 
first appears in Grhya Sutras roughly contemporaneous with Bud- 
dhism, and that many Vedic doctrines continued to develop under 
Buddhist influence. One can, of course, find earlier traces of merit 
transfer in Vedic texts, but it is impossible to isolate them and fix 
them in time. Rather than looking for one central "source" which 
was then embroidered by "secondary influences" like a river fed 
by tributary streams, it would be better to picture the intellectual 
fountainhead of ancient India as a watershed consisting of many 
streams — each one an incalculably archaic source of contributing 
doctrines — Vedic, Ajivaka, Jaina, Dravidian, and tribal. 



Logical Oppositions in Theories of Karma 

This leads us back again to the logical or abstract approach to karma, 
in contrast with the historical approach. If we are forced to ignore 
chronology, the attempt to distinguish various ancient influences is 
reduced to a logical problem: how many distinct factors can we dif- 
ferentiate in the karma theory? Looked at in this way, the various 
karma theories seem to be remarkably amenable to a dialectic 
analysis — perhaps because all of the scholars looking at karma are, 
after all, Indo-Europeans, who tend naturally to lapse into dialectic 
whenever faced with contradictions, but perhaps because there really 
are dialectic forces at work in the material itself, as well as in the 
minds of the scholars dealing with the material; the ancient Indians, 
after all, were Indo-Europeans par excellence. To what extent these 
oppositions may be said to represent "indigenous conceptual 
schemes" and to what extent they are merely convenient fictions, 
ways for us to explain karma to ourselves, it is difficult to say. Is 
nature mirroring art, or are we imposing a false logical model on a 
real historical system? 

Despite this caveat, it appears that none of us has been able to resist 
some sort of dialectic swipe at karma. A summary of the major dialec- 
tic oppositions discussed in this volume appears in the accompanying 



INTRODUCTION 



XIX 



chart. McKim Marriott has distinguished paradigmatic approaches 
involving minimal transactions from syntagmatic approaches involv- 
ing maximal transactions. Similarly, bhakti and the doctrines of the 
classical philosophical darsanas depart somewhat from Marriott's 
model — but in a consistent way, bhakti emphasizing willing subor- 
dination and pessimal transactions, the darsanas emphasizing optimal 
transactions; and both of them exalt moksa, which is difficult to fit 
into a conceptual graph of karma doctrine in any way. (Indeed, as 
Obeyesekere has shown, moksa, or nirvana, is not an integral part of 
a karmic eschatology at all.) Similarly, McDermott sees a conflict 
between karma doctrine based on the existence of the soul (transac- 
tional) and Buddhist doctrine which is based on the non-existence of 
the soul. Another formulation of this doctrine appears when one 
realizes that karmic transfer in Hinduism is very materialistic, vi- 
sualized as a thing — money or food — in a system of limited good: 
if one goes up, another must come down, on the karmic seesaw. 
In Buddhism, however, the transfer is spiritualized: somehow, the 
more you give, the more you have, as with love or cell division. 
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Some Basic Oppositions in Karma Theories (continued) 



Stablein positive value of womb 

flesh body 
suffering 
contamination 
duality 
dull light 

entering the womb 
Jaini linear 

Potter transactional 

Vedic 

pravrtti 

dharma 
Halbfass physical 

cosmic 

empirical 

karmic causation 

Larson purusa 

consciousness 
freedom (kaivalya) 

litiga 

diachronic transactions 
antecedent non-existence 

Marriott''" maximal transactions 
syntagmatic 
Buddhist 



negative value of womb 

thought body 

awareness 

siinyata 

non-duality 

clear light 

Buddhahood 

evolutionary 

philosophical 

Vedantic (Advaita, Yogic) 

nivrtti 
moksa 

ethical 
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theoretical 

non-karmic causation 

prakrti 
awareness 

release and bondage 

hhava 

synchronic transactions 
consequent non-existence 

minimal transactions 

paradigmatic 

Jaina 



'■"From the articles cited in fn. 1 of this Introduction. 



Karl Potter distinguishes basically between transactional and philo- 
sophical approaches to karma, while noting other related dyads 
that can be built upon this opposition, dyads that recur in other 
essays in this volume: pravrtti and nivrtti (which J. Bruce Long sees 
as the underlying opposition of the diverse Mahabhdrata attitudes to 
karma), dharma and moksa (central to almost all of our essays), and 
the contrast between Vedic and Vedantic goals. Wilhelm Halbfass 
then demonstrates the way in which other philosophical theories 
were able to incorporate the transactional model into the "philosoph- 
ical" model through the concept of omnipresent souls (useful also to 
Buddhist and Jaina thinkers). In this way, the physical and ethical 
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levels of karma, as well as the cosmological and soteriological levels, 
are reconciled through the concepts of apurva and adrsta, though 
Halbfass still sees a conflict between karmic and "non-karmic" or 

"natural" ideas of causation (a valid observation which cannot really 
be represented on a graph of karmic oppositions at all, since it is off 
the chart). 

This conflict may also be seen as an opposition between empirical 
and theoretical approaches to causation, and raises again the point 
first illuminated by Karl Potter regarding the relevance of empirical 
evidence for the validation of a theory. Halbfass states that reversals 
of expectations require that the theory be adjusted to fit the facts; 
indeed, the karma theory itself is inspired (or at least invoked) pre- 
cisely as a response to reversals of expectations on numerous occa- 
sions in the Mahahhdrata, as Bruce Long makes clear. Is the theory 
of karma purely formal, and therefore not subject to empirical verifi- 
cation? Or, to put it another way, is the theory of karma a scientific 
theory or a metaphysical theory? Western scientific paradigms remain 
constant, despite experimentation and growing counterevidence, 
until finally overthrown by overwhelming refutation, as Thomas 
Kuhn has demonstrated; this is all the more true of metaphysical 
theories, such as the Western attempts to prove the existence of God, 
which seem emotionally irrefutable. Scientific and metaphysical 
paradigms never die; their scope of application merely changes. 
Whether the karma theory is metaphysical or scientific or both (as 
one could well argue), it ought to be subject to certain standards of 
verification and falsification — though it is Ukely to remain a viable 
theory even if faced with irrefutable counterevidence. Indeed, texts 
such as the Yoga Vasistha narrate tales involving material witnesses 
and physical proof of multiple lives, and Nyaya texts argue about 
memory of previous lives, answering a Hindu need to establish a 
scientific basis of rebirth.''' 

The widening gap between theory and empirical evidence is highly 
relevant to the way in which many post-Vedantic or non-Vedantic 
thinkers dealt with the dialectics of karma. Halbfass sees apiirva as an 
escape clause, a built-in foil against empirical evidence; a far more 
elaborate example of this confrontation (perhaps because of a far 
more pervasive commitment to empiricism) appears in the medical 

7. I am indebted to Allen Thrasher for this reference, from a paper on the Yoga 
Vasistha narratives that he presented at the December 1977 meeting of the American 
Academy of Religion, in San Francisco. 
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textbooks, as Mitchell Weiss's essay makes abundantly clear. The 

conflict between inherited karma and fortuitous ingestion of poison, 
for example, is expressed in a travesty of common sense reminiscent 
of Lewis Carroll ("if you drink much from a bottle marked 'poison,' 
it is almost certain to disagree with you sooner or later," the "sooner 
or later" perhaps corresponding to the karmic escape clause). Weiss 
demonstrates how the medical textbooks attempt to reconcile the 
fatalism of the indigenous concept of karma with a more practical, 
empirical attitude toward human enterprise. He sees an implicit con- 
flict between the view of the atman (and hence of karma) as 
physical/materialist or as non-physical/non-materialist, and he shows 
how a shift from an emphasis on past karma to an emphasis on 
present karma leads to a shift from abstract philosophy to practical 
empiricism. Here again, karma is used not to invalidate a medical 
theory (with which it is clearly incompatible in some very basic ways) 
but rather to shore it up, to account for those occasions on which it 
does not work. Thus, as Karl Potter points out, empirical evidence is 
really not relevant after all; for all its scars and patches, the theory 
survives healthily in the face of all the facts. As Leon Festinger 
suggests, a psychologically useful theory is not discarded when its 
predictions fail to actualize; it merely results in cognitive dissonance.^ 
In Tibetan medical texts too, as William Stablein demonstrates, the 
problem of anatman leads to elaborations of the karma theory; here, 
even more than in the Hindu medical texts, Tibetan Buddhist 
soteriology emphasizes the ways in which karma may be altered by 
ritual. Stablein points out another, related conflict which is relevant 
to many problems tackled by other essays in this volume: the conflict 
between karma as the womb in the negative sense (in soteriology and 
philosophy, where it is contrasted with Buddhahood) and karma as 
the womb in the positive sense (in myth and ritual). The former may 
be derived from Vedantic, non-transactional Indian thought, the lat- 
ter from Vedic and transactional levels. 

Moving from philosophy and medicine to the realms of Dhar- 
masastra. Epic, and Purana, we encounter still more varied opposi- 
tions. Ludo Rocher isolates at least five different, discrete systems of 
karma in one Dharmasastra alone; though he is unwilling to say 
which is chronologically first, there is a fairly clear logical develop- 
ment. J. Bruce Long then points out that the Mahabharata intro- 

8. Leon Festinger, A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance (Stanford, 1957). 
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duces bhakti as yet another alternative to the Vedantic view of karma, 
surely a transactional alternative, and one to be placed on the side of 
heaven-oriented Vedic views despite the theoretical emphasis on 
moksa that pervades the bhakti texts. Perhaps bhakti could best be 
viewed as itself a mediation: Vedantic or philosophical in its belief 
that karma exists and that moksa is the highest desideratum, but Vedic 
or transactional in its belief that karma may be removed and that 
heaven is the reward for the devotee. 

Like hhaktiy the forces of time and fate appear in the Mahabharata 
as "non-karmic" elements (like the factors cited by Halbfass). As is 
apparent from the Puranic materials, too, karma and fate (vidhi, 
niyatiy or daivam) are sometimes equated and sometimes explicitly 
contrasted. The conflict may be viewed in terms of free will: accord- 
ing to karma, the individual is responsible for what happens to him; 
with fate, he is not responsible. In other expressions of the theory, 
karma appears to mediate between responsibility and non- 
responsibility: since the act regarded as the cause of present cir- 
cumstances was committed by me, but by me in a previous life (i.e., 
by a "me" that I cannot know and for whom I cannot truly repent), it 
is my fault and not my fault, like a crime committed by someone 
temporarily insane or by someone who has subsequently developed 
amnesia. This shift of emphasis from active to passive responsibility is 
also manifest in the shift from sin to evil: the karma theory may 
explain either why the actor acts as he does (why the thief steals, why 
one sins) or why certain things are done to the actor (why the thief is 
caught, why evil befalls the innocent); the former is emphasized in 
Buddhist texts with their concern for the psychological genesis of sin, 
and the latter occurs more often in Hindu texts, where previous sin 
(such as killing a Brahmin in a former life) is used as the starting point 
by which present evil (why the former Brahmin-killer now has lep- 
rosy) may be explained. The contrast between active and passive 
karma appears in the medical texts, when karma is equated with either 
passively received fate (daivam) or actively pursued human action 
(purusakara). Here again, karma may appear on one side of a dialectic 
or may function as a mediation between two sides. 

When we turn to Buddhism and Jainism, we encounter further 
fascinating complications. McDermott describes a compromise be- 
tween an etemalist and an annihilationist approach to the problem of 
human existence, achieved by means of the postulation of the further 
dichotomies between patent and latent action, will and deed; this 
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serves also to reconcile transmigration (a non-Buddhist theory based 
on the existence of the soul) with the Buddhist need to deny the 
existence of the souL He further points out how repentance serves to 
negate karma; as Ludo Rocher made clear, and I seconded, expiation 
serves a similar function for Hindus. Jaini describes the manner in 
which several complexities of the Jaina philosophy of karma (and 
complex it surely is) arise from the need to deny karmic transfer as 
well as to account for the presence of life in several of the elements 
used by other systems (Hindu and Buddhist) as inanimate vehicles for 
the karma of others. Jaini sees the Jaina system as a reconciliation of 
yet another set of historical oppositions: a linear view of the life 
process and an evolutionary view. 

Among the Tamils, one sees other syntheses taking place, the most 
basic being that between an ancient Tamil view that the souls of the 
dead inhabit stones and a superimposed Aryan view that the souls 
transmigrate. George Hart points out an opposition that may well be 
present in other Indian systems, though no one else seems to discuss 
it: a conflict between theories of afterlife composed from the 
standpoint of the living and those composed from the standpoint of 
the dead. His emphasis on the powerful tension in Tamils between 
the need to build boundaries (as reflected in traditional caste ethics) 
and the need to cross them (emphasized in the native system) is also 
strongly reminiscent of the interaction between transactional and 
non-transactional models that interact in Sanskrit texts (and in the 
theories of Marriott and Potter). Here, as in so many of the systems 
under discussion, lip service is paid to karma, but the emotional 
thrust of devotionalism negates the power of karma. 

Clearly, one could not possibly reduce all of these concepts to "the" 
Indian theory of karma, though, equally clearly, certain patterns of 
thought do emerge. Is there some way to construct a hierarchy of 
these various karma theories? Is there an indigenous measure to de- 
termine which text is more important? And important in what 
way — known by more people, or used by those of higher status? 
When two theories conflict, which one is really believed ? Perhaps the 
most basic opposition of all is that between the assumptions held by 
philosophers and those held by hoi polloi, between scholastic or 
sastraic ideas that are games and experiential folk attitudes that people 
use in their lives; the "inner logic" of one system may well be non- 
sense to the other. The Indians themselves have developed highly 
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sophisticated ways of dealing with such differences of strata, for they 
do not hold assumptions in the same way on different levels; they 
treat karma sometimes as a concept, sometimes as a theory, some- 
times as a model; sometimes they accept it, and sometimes they chal- 
lenge it.^ 

The present collection of essays presents a variety of ideas about 
rebirth, often in competition and disagreement, but always in dia- 
logue; for what makes Indian thought so fascinating is the constant 
rapprochement between opposed world views, hardly a true syn- 
thesis, but a cross-fertilization that seems to have no end, one me- 
diation giving rise to another, each result becoming a new cause, 
endlessly, like karma itself. This volume might serve as a model of 
diversity to explain how any group of South Asians will fight (as 
Marriott has put it) — and, indeed, to explain how any group of 
Indologists will fight. For we too are actors, and how can we tell the 
dancers from the dance? 

9. See Sheryl Daniel, "The Tool-box Approach of the Tamil to the Issues of Karma, 
Moral Responsibility, and Human Destiny," paper presented at the SSRC-ACLS 
Joint Committee on South Asia Seminar at the University of Chicago, June 9, 1977. 
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Karma and Rebirth 
in the Vedas and Puranas 

WENDY DONIGER O'FLAHERTY 



The Vedic Background 

The theory of rebirth does not appear in the Vedas; but the theory of 
re-death appears at a very early stage indeed. It may be that ancient 
Indian ideas about death predate and indeed predetermine the later 
theory of birth. Moreover, the idea of karma in its broader sense 
(including the concept of merit transfer) may well have preceded the 
idea of rebirth, giving strong grounds for postulating Vedic origins 
of the karma theory. (Throughout this paper, I shall use the term 
"merit transfer" to indicate the process by which one living creature 
willingly or accidentally gives to another a non-physical quality 
of his own, such as a virtue, credit for a religious achievement, a 
talent, or a power — often in exchange for a negative quality given by 
the recipient.) 

In his analysis of the sraddha and sapindikarana rites, David M. 
Knipe has raised a number of points relevant to the question of the 
origin of the theory of karma. He suggests that even the earliest 
recorded forms of these rites may reflect yet an older level, in which 
"the simpler, unsophisticated Vedic desire to prevent the dissolution 
of an after-life for the deceased" may have prevailed; the need to 
provide ritual food for the deceased ancestors would then be based on 
the desire to keep them there in some sort of heaven, not to move 

3 
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them on (as is the overt reason), the desire to prevent them from 
suffering "repeated death {punarmrtyu)**'^ This ambivalence in the 
very earliest texts may account for a number of the persistent 
paradoxes, contradictions, and inconsistencies in the various karma 

theories — paradoxical statements about whether karma can or cannot 
be overruled, contradictory statements about the mteraction of fate 
and human effort, and inconsistencies between various statements 
regarding the actual physical mechanism by which karma is trans- 
ferred from one life to the next. Knipe's observation regarding the 
motivation underlying the Vedic funeral rites indicates that the ten- 
sion is built in from the very beginning, a simple tension between the 
desire to prevent rebirth and the desire to assure rebirth. 

This ambivalence appears in many forms of Puranic Hinduism and 
is usually referred to as the tension between moksa and dharma or 
between Vedic and Upanisadic/Vedantic world views. It is often 
specifically related to the question of rebirth: one kind of immortality 
("above the navel"), spiritual immortality, is destroyed by the birth 
of a son and the consequent ties to the world of samsara; the other 
kind of immortality ("below the navel"), physical immortality, is as- 
sured by the birth of a son to perform sraddha rites. That these two 
goals are often equated is evident from the oft-quoted maxim, "You 
create progeny and that's your immortality, O mortal."^ That they 
are actually confused is evident from the statement of one of 
Carstairs' informants, who quoted the maxim defining a son as one 
who saves his father from hell (punnama-narakat trayate tat putr) 
and explained it thus: "When a man dies without a son he cannot 
^LttSLin nirvana ovmukhti [sic^. . . . Because when he has no son, after 
his death there is no one to perform the funeral rites and for lack of 
these rites he can't get nirvana.'"^ According to the classical texts, the 
son is necessary to assure that his father will be able to get another 
body; to be sure of being freed from the body forever, a man should 

1. David M, Knipe, "Sapindikarana: The Hindu Rite of Entry into Heaven," pp. 
111—124 of Religious Encounters with Death, Insights from the History and An- 
thropology of Religions, edited by Frank Reynolds and Earle H. Waugh (Pennsyl- 
vania State University Press, 1977), p. 112. For another analysis oi pinda-dana as a 
symbolic recreation of the body, as interpreted by the priests specializing in death 
rituals, see Meena Kaushik, "The Symbolic Representation of Death," in Contribu- 
tions to Indian Sociology, n.s. 10 (1976), 256-292. 

2. Apastamba Dharmasiitra 2.9.24.1; see Wendy Doniger O'Flaherty, Asceticism 
and Eroticism m the Mythology of ^iva (Oxford, 1973), pp. lb— 77. 

3. G. M. Carstairs, The Twice-Born (Bloomington, Indiana, 1958), p. 222. 
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have no son. But this Hindu confuses the two, probably equating the 
"trap" of samsara with the trap of the Hmbo to which the man with- 
out descendants is condemned; in his view, the sraddha saves the dead 
man from rebirth — perhaps by assuring that he will be reborn at least 
once in order to find his way to ultimate release, instead of stagnating 
forever in hell. The Puranic attitude toward karma is basically Vedic, 
and non- (or even anti-) Upanisadic: it advocates the sraddha in order 
to achieve rebirth. But enough Vedantic influence filters through to 
allow popular texts to equate the Vedic and Vedantic goals. 

More specifically, it is interesting to note how precisely the death 
rituals foreshadow the model later set forth for the creation of the 
embryo. As Knipe describes the ritual, 

each day of the rites results in a new portion of the preta's intermediate 
body, the head being created on the first day, then in succession the neck and 
shoulders, . . . the genitals, and, on the tenth day of the offerings, ih&preta 
receives digestive powers so that the sufferings of hunger and thirst now 
experienced by the "body of nourishment" duly created may be allayed by 
continued offerings oi pin das and water from the living.'* 

After citing various authorities for this process, Knipe remarks: 

Incidentally, among the samskaras (Vedic-Hindu rites of passage), it is re- 
markable to note the parallel structures of these post-cremation sraddhas and 
the rites at birth (jatakarman). In each case, following the day of birth/death 
there are ten days of offerings of rice, sesame, etc., ten being a homology to 
the human gestation period of ten (lunar) months. It may well be the case, 
then, that the completion of the temporary body on the tenth day is an 
intentional rebirth expression.^ 

Numerous peculiarities in the classical karma doctrine begin to 
make good sense when viewed as developments or inversions of the 

process of death and the view of afterlife implicit in the sraddha 
ritual. That it can all be put together from an assumption of the 
primacy of death is a genuinely Brahmanic, ritualistic view; all the 
karma texts on rebirth begin with death and then proceed to describe 
birth. This view complements what McKim Marriott and Ronald 
Inden have been demonstrating in recent papers, that birth is the 
central symbol of Hinduism;^ the initial unity of the model for the 
two processes, however one prefers to grab hold of it for a logical 

4. Knipe, p. 115. 

5. Ibid., p. 123, fn. 18. 

6. Most recently in their article on "Caste Systems" in the Encyclopedia Britannica, 
vol. C, pp. 983 ff. 
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beginning, makes it possible to derive either one by rearranging the 
parts of the other. It is a chicken-and-egg problem: sraddha is the 
chicken, and birth is the egg. 

One linguistic clue to the manner in which the Vedic sraddha sys- 
tem leads to the post- Vedic karma/rebirth model is the development 
of the word "pinda." The pinda is a ball of cooked rice mixed with 
other ingredients such as sesame seeds, milk, butter, and honey; it is 
offered to the dead ancestors in limbo as a transitional food mediating 
between death and rebirth. Now, this ball of rice is often explicitly 
said to be symbolic of (a ball of) seed, as in the horse-sacrifice, where 
it appears in conjunction with other seed symbols (ghee and gold). It 
is surely significant that in the pinda offering this seed is mixed with 
milk (the female creative fluid) and butter (which mediates between 
the female fluid from which it is derived and the male fluid into which 
it is symbolically transmuted by churning and distillation).^ The pinda 
is thus a food strongly symbolic of the commingled substances of 
human procreation. Moreover, this mixture is repeated in the conse- 
crated cam of rice boiled with milk and butter that is given to women 
to ensure conception (preferably of a male child). Indeed, this very 
ceremony is directly connected with the pinda offerings : 

It is stated in the Grihya Sutra that during the ancestor-propitiation rituals 
the pinda offered to the grandfather of the householder should be eaten by 
his (householder's) wife if she is desirous of a son.^ 

It might be inferred that the very same substance eaten (invisibly) by 
the ancestors is simultaneously (visibly) eaten by the wife, and that 
the embryo that she conceives is in fact the new body of the deceased 
ancestor. In some myths, as we shall see, this is the case, but generally 
it is not so; for what she eats is the remainder (ucchista) of the offering 
to the ancestors, just as a woman who wishes to become pregnant 
may eat the remainder (the prasada) of the offerings to the gods. This 
is explicit in some of the earliest texts dealing with impregnation by 
eating the offering of rice and milk: 

Aditi wished to have offspring, and so she cooked a Brahmin's rice-offering 
to the Sadhya gods. When they gave the remains to her, she ate it and became 

7. $atapatha Brahmana, Chowkhamba Sanskrit Series 96 (Benares, 1964), 13.1.1.1—4. 

8. "Sexual Fluids in Vedic and Post-Vedic India," chap. 2 of Wendy Doniger 
O'Flaherty, Women, Androgynes, and Other Mythical Beasts (Chicago, 1980). 

9. Grhya Sutras, cited by Veena Das, Structure and Cognition: Aspects of Hindu 
Caste and Ritual (Delhi, 1977), pp. 101-102. 
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pregnant, giving birth to the four Adityas. Then she cooked a second rice- 
offering, and thinking that her children would be stronger if she ate before 
the gods, Instead of merely eating the remains, she ate first, became preg- 
nant, and gave birth to an egg that miscarried. 

We will encounter other instances of the "miscarriage" of a preg- 
nancy as a result of the eating of the rice offering in the wrong way. 
Here we may merely note that what the woman eats is the same 
substance as what the gods (or ancestors) eat, but not actually the 
same portion of that substance. The woman's pregnancy is like the 
ancestors* rebirth; it is not a part of that rebirth. 

A Puranic myth with strange Vedic resonances plays upon the un- 
conscious correspondence between the caru given to the wife and 
the pinda given to the ancestors: 

A childless king was given a consecrated caru of rice boiled with milk and 
butter to give to his wife; one of his two wives ate it and the second wife had 
intercourse with her in the manner of a man. The older wife became 
pregnant and give birth to a son; but the child "born without male semen" 
lacked bones and was a mere bail (pinda) of flesh.** 

The male/female elements of procreation are ingested, but the child is 
abnormal, since there is no physiological involvement of the father 
(who is the one believed responsible for the formation of the bones, 
in traditional Hindu thought; Susruta explicitly states that a child 
born as the result of the mating of two females will lack bones). ^-^ The 
lack of male (not female) agency is deplored, for unilateral creation 
by men is widely accepted in the mythology; indeed, as the modern 
Indian editor remarks on the abnormality of the child in the myth 
cited above, "This is the natural consequence of the mating of 
females." 

The abnormal child is a mert pinda, a ball of boneless flesh — the 
very word that is commonly used to designate the unshaped embryo 
in Hindu medical texts. More precisely^ pinda is often used to refer to 
the male embryo, while the female is called pesi, "lump," especially in 
Susruta. (Pest may also describe the unformed embryo in a miscar- 
riage, like the lump that Gandharl brings forth and that is later 

10. Taittiriya Samhita 6.5.1; Maitrayam Samhita 1.6.2, 4.6.9. Cf. $atapatha 

Brahmana 3.1.3-5 for another version of Aditi's miscarriage. 

11. The Svargakhanda of the Padma Purana, edited by Asoke Chatterjee Sastri 
(Ail-India Kashiraj Trust, Varanasi, 1972), 16.11-14. 

12. Mahabharata, critical edition (Poona, 1933-1960), 12.293.16-17; Agni Purana 
(Anandasrama Sanskrit Series 41, Poona, 1957) 369.31-32; 370.19-20. 
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divided into a hundred sons and a single female; so, too, the sun, 
Martanda, is brought forth as a lump and then shaped into an- 
thropomorphic form.)^-^ Like the more common term for embryo 
(garbha), pinda may refer to the womb, as in a myth in which Visnu 
and several women take the form oi yonis {chilled pindas) to support 
lihgas. And pinda, by virtue of its shape, may also represent male 
genitals: pinddndan, "ball-eggs" (dual), refers to the testicles, espe- 
cially of horses. But the ttrmpinda is most significantly applied to the 
body in general, to the human form — of which the embryo is the 
essential aspect. Thus a word whose primary meaning is seed-food 
for the dead ancestors (the milk element being regarded as subser- 
vient, a necessary vehicle for the true creative force passing from son 
to father) comes to mean the unshaped embryo, made out of ingested 
food transformed into seed, or, by extension, the womb that receives 
the embryo and the testicles that contain seed, and finally the body 
which develops from seed, womb, and embryo. 

A final, and highly significant, variation on the theme of pinda 
appears in a Sanskrit and Tibetan Tantra.^^ Here the adept uses a 
meditation on the process of creation of the embryo as an explicit 
metaphor for his own "creation" of the visualized image of the deity 
with which he will identify himself. This metaphorical process is an 
exact parallel to the process by which the new body of the ancestor in 
the sraddha ritual is imagined to develop like an embryo. The first 
stage of the embryo is a dot {hindu) between semen and blood; it then 
takes the shape of urine, then of a bubble called a pinda, then of a 
lump {pes!) which is identified with semen, then of a mass (ghana) 
identified with menstrual blood; and finally it takes the form of flesh. 
Karma is said to enter the body through the seed (either the semen at 
the beginning of the process or, less likely, the pes! of the inter- 
mediary stage). The text adds, however, that the aggregate of physical 
qualities (skin, flesh, and blood from the mother, and tendon, mar- 
row, and semen from the father) is called pinduy the (globular) form 
of the body. Thus pinda in this text is contrasted with both semen and 
menstrual blood but used to designate the final product of the em- 
bryo resulting from the combination of male and female elements. 

13. Mahabharata 1.107 for Gandhari; Satapatha Brahmana 3.1.3.3 for Martanda. 

14. Skanda Purana (Bombay, 1867) 1.1.7.20-22; 1.1.8.17-19. 

15. The Samvarodaya Tantra, Selected Chapters [text and translation by] Shinichi 
Tsuda (Tokyo, The Hokuseido Press, 1974), 11.14-29. I am indebted to Charles 
Orzech for this passage. 
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Another striking example of the manner in which the funeral pinda 
has been adapted, and inverted, into a sexual ritual appears in a Tan- 

tnc piija to the Goddess Kall.^^ In this ceremony, the male and female 
participants take in their left hands balls of food (mixed with the four 
Tantric "m"s) cdWedpindas, and they eat them in an action referred to 
as tarpana ("satisfaction," the term also used to refer to the offerings 
oipindas to the ancestors). This inversion is introduced not in order 
to change re-death into re-birth but in order to reverse death al- 
together, to change it into immortality through the secret ritual. 

It is worthy of note that the "cognitive assumption" underlying 
normal birth processes only becomes expHcit in an abnormal cir- 
cumstance, as in the case of the exclusion of the father (and the 
substitution of a second mother) from the utilization of the milk-rice 
caru. A similar insight into normality through the distorted lens of 
abnormality may be gleaned from the Dharmasastra prohibition 
against fellatio: "He who performs sexual intercourse in the mouth of 
his wife causes his ancestors to eat his seed for a month." ^"^ The sexual 
act which diverts human seed from performing its essential dharmic 
function of procreation is regarded as reversing its normal direction, 
traveling back to feed the previous generation instead of forward to 
feed the coming generation; thus the pinda is replaced by literal 
human seed — though, as we have seen, it is in itself precisely a 
metaphor for such seed transmuted into food — a transmutation 
which is symbolically valid (and which often occurs in myths, where 
women swallow seed to become pregnant) but which is explicitly 
denied as a permissible human practice in the Dharmasastras. The 
metaphor of food in the world of the dead appears throughout 
the karma-vipaka literature in descriptions of punishments for bad 
deeds: sinners are forced to eat disgusting food in hell. 

At this point, Jainism provides a useful negative example to pin- 
point the historical development from sraddha to karma. As P. S. 
Jaini points out, the Jainas refused to indulge in sraddha ceremonies 
because they would not accept the illogical idea that one person's 
merit affects another — a basic component of the karma doctrine, and 

16. Frederique Apffel Marglin, "Types of Sexual Union and Their Implicit Mean- 
ings," paper presented at Harvard University's Center for World Religions, at the 
conference on "Radha and the Divine Consort," on June 17, 1978, pp. 17-19. Based 
on an unpublished manuscript entitled Syamapiija Bidhi, in Sanskrit (Oriya script), 
owned and translated, with commentary, by the ritual specialist in Puri who per- 
forms this worship. 

17. Vasisthadharmasastra (Bombay Sanskrit Series 23, Bombay, 1883) 12.23. 
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one with strong Vedic roots, roots that might already have sparked 
off a challenge among the early Jainas. The Carvakas, too, found the 
sraddha hard to swallow: "If the sraddha produces gratification to 
beings who are dead, then here, too, in the case of travellers when 
they start, it is needless to give provisions for the journey [because 
people at home could eat and satisfy the travelers' hunger]. "^^ Jainism 
may well have developed this distinctive non-Vedic eschatology at the 
same time as, or even before, the Buddhists and Upanisadic thinkers 
were developing theirs — at least as early as the time of the Buddha, 
the sixth century B.C. These various doctrines of karma may then 
have evolved at the point in history when the Jainas either anticipated 
or split off from the rest of Indian tradition. The Buddhists adhered 
more closely to the Vedic model, rejecting sraddha but developing the 
idea of merit transfer far more strongly than the Hindus ever did 
themselves. The Jainas cannot explain the process of birth and rebirth 
at all, perhaps (as Jaini suggests) because they are too fastidious to go 
into the gory details, but more, I think, because all other Indian 
explanations of rebirth are based on a ritual image of food transfer 
and an underlying concept of merit transfer which the Jainas reject. 

Transfer of Merit in Vedic Texts 

The concept of transferred merit in its broadest sense may be traced 
back even behind the sraddha ritual. As Knipe points out. 

It is no longer the case, as it was in Rgvedic eschatology, that a complete new 
body awaits the deceased in heaven. He requires exact assistance of the living 
in order to emigrate from this world to that higher one, to pass from the 
dangerous condition of a disembodied spirit {preta)^ to the secure role of pitr 
among his own pitarah. In order to negotiate that passage he must have a 
proper body (or series of bodies) and regular nourishment. 

It is at this point that the idea of transfer (originally of food, but soon 
after of a combination of food and merit, a code-substance, in Mar- 
riott's terminology) must have been introduced, when rebirth in 
heaven was no longer a process that the individual could accomplish 
alone. For the descendants gave their ancestors part of their own 
religious merit (including the merit of having performed the sraddha !) 
along with the ball of seed-rice; this enabled the preta to move "up" 

18. Sarvadarsanasamgraha of Madhava (Bibliotheca Indica, Calcutta, 1858), chap. 1; 
translated by E. B. Cowell (London, 1904, 4th ed.), p. 10. 

19. Knipe, p. 114. 
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out of limbo, to the mutual benefit of the prcta (who could now get 
on with the task of rebirth) and the living descendant (would could no 
longer be haunted by the preta). Thus the sraddha represents an 
exchange of food and merit flowing in both directions: food to the 
preta (in the form of pinda) and to the unborn descendant (in the 
form of embryonic substance), as well as merit to the preta (accruing 
from the ritual) and to the descendant (from the same ritual). The first 
assistants that the dead man required were his male children; only 
later was it believed that his parents also played a role in his rebirth. 
Thus the primacy of the Vedic model explains another puzzling 
aspect of the karma doctrine, the de-emphasis on the role of the 
parents. 

Various forces that act very much like karma are transferred 
between sexual partners in the Brhadaranyaka Upanisad. "Good 
deeds" are said to be taken from a man by his female partner if he has 
intercourse without knowing the proper mantra, and he is encour- 
aged to speak a verse guaranteed to "take away" (and transfer to 
himself? the text does not say) the breath, sons, cattle, sacrifices, and 
good deeds of his wife's lover, so that the man will die "impotent and 
without merit. "2° Surely this is the beginning of the idea of transfer of 
karma through sexual contact; though the word for "good deeds" 
and "merit" here is sukrtam, not karma, the unity of context clearly 
implies that the man will transfer to himself the lover's good deeds 
even as a woman may take his own good deeds from him. Between 
these two passages occurs a third in which seed is transferred from the 
woman to the man; again a reversal of the natural order, and again an 
instance in which seed functions like karma, as the code-substance 
that transfers power (with which the semen is explicitly equated in 
this text) from a man to a woman or from a woman to a man. An even 
earlier, though more problematic, reference to a similar transfer may 
be seen in the Rg Vedic verse in which the goddess of dawn, Us as, 
described as a seductive dancing-girl, is said to cause the mortal to 
age, wearing away his life-span as a cunning gambler carries off the 
stakes. 21 A kind of merit transfer occurs in the Atharva Veda ritual 
involving food in the form of Hcchista, a ritual which may be the 
source of the sraddha offering. 

20. Brhadaranyaka Upanisad (in Upanisads, with the commentary of §ahkara, ed. 

Hari Raghunath Bhagavan, Poona, 1927) 6.4.3 and 6.4.12. 

21. Rg Veda with the commentary of Sayana, 4 vols. (London, 1890—92), 1.92.10. 

22. Personal communication from David M. Knipe. 



Copyrighted material 



12 



WENDY DONIGER O'FLAHERTY 



Transfer of merit occurs in other Vedic rituals as well. J. C. Hees- 
terman has suggested that the sacrificer*s evil was transferred to his 
guest, or to a rival, or even to the officiating priest. Instances of 
karma transfer occur in the Upanisads, too: a dying father bequeaths 
his karma (among other things) to his son,^^ a rare but perhaps sig- 
nificant instance of the transfer from parent to child rather than (as in 
the Vedic ritual) from child to parent. Yet another aspect of merit 
transfer in the Vedic context has been suggested by Frits Staal: 

In all srauta rituals there are three basic elements: dravyam, the substance of 
the oblation; devata, the deity to whom the oblation is offered; and tyaga, 
the formula pronounced by the Yajamana at the time of the oblation, by 
which he renounces the benefits or fruits of the ritual in favor of the 
deity. . . . The tyaga formulas, uttered by the Yajamana, are of the form: 
"This is for Agni, not for me" {agnaye idam namama; gmd analogously for 
the other deities). Increasingly, tyaga is seen as the essence of sacrifice. The 
term was to have a great future in Hinduism. In the Bhagavad GJta, tyaga 
means abandoning and renouncing the fruits of all activity, and is advocated 
as the highest goal of life.-^^ 

A similar ritual process may be seen in the institution of prasada in 
later Hinduism, in which a gift is made to the god (transferring the 
worshipper's devotion to the god), consecrated by the priest (the 
mediator), and then given back to the worshipper with added merit 
upon it (transferring the god's grace to the worshipper). Prasada in 
this sense is a recycling of powers; the offering is a food (the usual 
medium of merit transfer) given to the god to keep him "alive" in 
limbo, like Sipreta, to give him the power to act; and the prasada is a 
form of power granted to the worshipper in return. This transfer is a 
practical, ecologically ethical exchange. 

The pinda offering is a simultaneous transfer of flesh and merit, 
substance-code, to appease potentially angry or harmful ancestors, 
like the offerings to demons or the prasada offerings to malevolent 
gods. 2^ The pinda of the embryo is an inversion of this transfer: the 

23. J. C. Heesterman, "Vratya and Sacrifice," in Indo-Iranian Journal 6, no. 1 
(1962): 1-37; "Veda and Dharma," in The Concept of Duty in South Asia, edited by 
Wendy Doniger OTlaherty (South Asia Books, 1977), pp. 80-95. Cf. Wendy 
Doniger OTlaherty, The Origins of Evil in Hindu Mythology (University of 

California Press, 1976), pp. 137 and 141. 

24. Kausitaki Upanisad 2.15; cf. Chandogya Upanisad 4.1.4. 

25. Frits Staal, Agni: The Vedic Ritual of the fire Altar; Part I, The Agnicayana 
Ritual (Berkeley, 1980). 

26. OTlaherty (1976), pp. 89-93. For Marriott's theory of code and substance, or 
coded substance, see the introduction to this volume. 
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parents give the child both his substance (as is stated by the medical 
texts) and his merit, or karma (as is clear from the mythological 
texts), in one process. The householder (grhastha) is thus precari- 
ously balanced in the middle, supporting the male line of the past (his 
/^m^^i-consuming ancestors) and of the future (the sons who, he 
hopes, will feed him after death, and whom he must nourish with his 
own bodily substance before their birth). 

When the theory of transmigration came to be accepted in India 
(whatever its source), it was superimposed upon the old system with- 
out superseding it; thus the substance-code of karma mediates be- 
tween two different, contradictory theories. At this point, in the 
classical medical and philosophical texts, the parents are said to retain 
their role in providing the substance, but the merit is attributed to the 
soul's previous existence(s); the substance is split off from the code. 
The Hindus and Buddhists were now forced to postulate a series of 
mediating elements to connect the body (given by the parents) with 
its karma (given from the previous life), now that these had been split 
apart; hence all the hhoga-bodies and Gandhabbas and so forth, to 
mediate between spirit and matter — disunited in the interim between 
death and birth, and about to be reunited once again during the 
life-cycle after birth. Hence, too, the need for wind and breath, so 
prominent in the descriptions of the birth process, to mediate be- 
tween fire and water in the interim between death and birth. In these 
various ways, Vedic ritual established the basic ground rules by which 
the Puranas were to play the karma game — and furnished several 
jokers for the classical deck with which it was to be played. 



Karma in the Puranas 

The doctrine of karma is a straw man in the Puranas: it is set up in 
order to be knocked down. Although the Dharmasastra passages 
rejoice in long lists of hideous tortures inevitable for various sinners, 
with specific causal links between karmic deeds and fruits, the narra- 
tive passages and in particular the glorifications of shrines and pil- 
grimage seem bent upon the very opposite goal: to show in how very 
many ways the workings of karma may be overcome, upset, or re- 
versed. Though the functions of karma and the mechanisms of rebirth 
are discussed at great length, and though characters in tight spots 
often blame fate or karma, while the narrator in a tight spot hastily 
conjures up a previous incarnation to explain an otherwise awkward 
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twist of the plot or inconsistency of character, the major thrust of the 
texts is to exhort the worshipper to undertake remedial actions in 
order to swim like a salmon upstream against the current of karma. 
The contradictory and refractory nature of the Puranas has often been 
noted in this regard: "As against the most common interpretation of 
the doctrine of transmigration, viz. a system of reward for the good 
acts and retribution of evil acts of an individual, there are stories in 
the Puranas that suggest the idea of evolutionary rebirth. "^7 Qn a 
deeper level, however, the basic hydraulic analogy implicit in the 
karma doctrine — the reification of moral qualities into a transferable 
substance — is an assumption basic to the workings of Puranic 
mythology, where it is clearly manifest in the interactions between 
persons living or dead, as well as in the transition of an individual 
from one life to another. 

A set piece occurs in most of the early Puranas and is known as 
karma-vipaka, or the ripening of karma; it is usually placed in the 
context of the cosmological description of the hells, and it explains 
how people get to hell by committing sins.^® There is nothing particu- 
larly Indian about this set piece, though some of the fiendish tortures 
display an Oriental ingenuity in making the punishment fit the crime; 
it is the old, sad tale that we know from Dante, from Sartre, from 
Joyce, from our own nightmares. These passages usually say nothing 
about the mechanism by which the sinner comes to hell or the 
mechanism by which he is released; but it is worth noting that even 
here almost every chapter on hell is followed by a chapter on expia- 
tions, which are solemnly guaranteed to throw a monkey wrench in 
the karmic machine, whatever it is. These passages simply use karma 

27. Mrs. Bindu C. Pandit, "The Origin and Development of the Doctrine of Trans- 
migration in the Sanskrit Literature of the Hindus,'' Ph.D. dissertation, University 
of Bombay, 1957, p. 168; cited by S. G. Kantawala, Cultural History from the Matsya 
Purana (Baroda, 1964), p. 229. 

28. Visnu Purdna with the commentary of Sridhara (Calcutta, 1972) 2.6; Vdmana 

Purana (Varanasi, 1968) \2; Agni Purdna 370; Mdrkandeya Purdna (with commen- 
tary, Bombay, 1890) 14; Bhagavata Purdna with the commentary of Sridhara (Bom- 
bay, 1832) 3.30; Ndrada Purdna \A5. 31; Samha Purdna (Bombay, 1942) 84; Garuda 
Purdna (Benares, 1969) 104; also Uttara Khanda 46—47; Brahmdnda Purdna (Delhi, 
1973) 4.2; Vdyu Purdna (Bombay, 1897) 101; Brahmavaivarta Purdna (Anandasrama 
Sanskrit Series 102, Poona, 1935) 2.30, -.51-52; Skanda Purdna 1.49-51; Vardha 
Purdna (Calcutta, 1893) 195-212; Padma Purdna (Calcutta, 1958) 1.32; 2.15-16; 
5.237, -.243, -.245; Brahma Purdna (Calcutta, 1954) 216-217; Bhavisyottara Purdna 
4, cited by R. C. Hazra, Studies in the Upapurdnas; Volume II: §dkta and Non- 
Sectarian Upapurdnas (Calcutta Sanskrit College Research Series 22, Calcutta, 1963), 
p. 374. 
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as a club with which to beat the listener into a suitably contrite frame 

of mind; they tell us nothing about karma other than the fact that 

one's deeds in this life pursue one after death. 

The weapon thus constructed by the "ripening of karma" chapters 
is then reinforced by equally formulaic phrases and paragraphs stress- 
ing the inexorable nature of karma. One such chapter, called "The 
Glorification of Karma" (karma-mahatmya-kathanam),^'^ explains 
that karma is the cause of everything that happens in the universe. 
Elsewhere it is said, "The seers proclaim the karma process to be the 
very pedestal of the Puranas (pHrdria-pltha). . . . The course of 
karma in a breathing creature tied to a body is deep and mysterious, 

hard even for the gods to comprehend; so how could men understand 
it?"3o 

Undaunted by this rhetorical question, some of the later Puranas 
go into considerable detail on the mechanism and function of karma, 
emphasizing its inevitability.-^' The content of these passages has been 
well summarized and discussed on several occasions;^^ for the most 
part, the texts merely present the major theories of the classical dar- 
sanas at the Reader's Digest level characteristic of philosophical dis- 
course in the Puranas. 

The Process of Death 

Some Puranas discuss the processes of death and birth in great detail; 
in true Indian fashion, they begin with death and then proceed to 
birth, a procedure which this essay will mimic. 

The sadness of death and the inability to accept it as final (senti- 
ments which must lie very near the heart of the spirit that created the 
karma doctrine) are clearly reflected in several discussions of dying: 

The sages asked Vyasa, "Who is die companion of a dying man, his father or 
mother or son or teacher, his crowd of friends and relations? When he leaves 
the body that has been his house as if it were a house of wood or mud, and 

goes into the world beyond, who follows him?" The sage Vyasa replied, 
"Alone he is born, and alone he dies; alone he crosses the dangerous 
thresholds, without the companionship of father, mother, brother, son or 

29. Padma Purana 2.94. 

30. Devibhagavata Purana (with commentary, Benares, 1960) 6.10.22a, -.34, -.41a; 

cf. 1.1-48, 4.2.2-7. 

31. Ibid., 6.10.8-20; 6.11.20-30: 4.21.5-7; 4.21.19-28. 

32. Johann Jakob Meyer, Sexual Life in Ancient India (New York, 1930), pp. 359- 
369. 
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teacher, without his crowd of friends and relations. When he leaves the dead 
body, for a brief moment he weeps, and then he turns his face away and 
departs. When he leaves the body, dharma alone follows him; if he has 
dharma he goes to heaven, but if he has adharma he goes to hell. Earth, 
wind, space, water, light, mind, intelligence, and the seU (atman) — these are 
the witnesses that watch constantly over the dharma of creatures that 
breathe on earth; together with them, dharma follows the jiva. Skin, bone, 
flesh, semen and blood leave the body when it is lifeless; but the jiva that has 
dharma prospers happily in this world and the world beyond."^^ 

Another version of this text rings a few minor changes: "His relatives 
turn away and depart, but dharma follows him. . . . The body is 
burnt by fire, but the karma he has done goes with him."^'* 

The five elements mentioned by Vyasa and coupled with three 
levels of cognition are more fully expounded in other texts, which 
seek to distinguish between this material component of the human 
being and the immortal jiva: 

Earth, wind, sky, fire, and water — these are the seed of the body of all who 
have bodies. The body made of these five elements is an artificial and im- 
permanent thing which turns to ashes. The jiva has the form of a man the 
size of a thumb; this subtle body is taken on in order to experience [the fruits 
of karma]. That subtle body does not turn to ashes even in the blazing fire in 
hell; it is not destroyed in water, even after a long time, nor by weapons, 
swords or missiles, nor by very sharp thorns or heated iron or stone, or by 
the embrace of a heated image [a common torture in hell] , or even by a fall 
from a very high place. It is not burnt or broken. 

This subtle body, here called the jiva, is the carrier of the karmic 
deposit; it is identical with the lihga-sarira and is also called the 
ativahika (or ativahika) body, the body "swifter than wind.*'^* 

The karmic chain does not end with the ativahika body, however; 
several texts posit yet another stage of development, and another 
body to experience it in. This involves the world of thepretas, whom 
we have already encountered as central figures in the Vedic antece- 
dents of the karma theory; it is therefore not surprising that they 

33. Brahma Purana 217.1—16. 

34. Garuda Purana, Uttara Khanda, 2.22-25. 

35. Brahmavaivarta Purana 2.32.27—32. 

36. Visnudharmottara Purana (Bombay, no date) 116.1—12; 2.113—114; Markandeya 
Purana 10.48b-50; -.63b-72; Agni Purana 369.1-10; 371.6-11; Garuda Purana, 
Uttara Khanda, 21.2333; see also Knipe, fn. 19, citing P. V. Kane, History of Dhar- 
masastra, IV (Poona, 1953), 265-266, and Dakshina Ranjan Shastri, Origin and 
Development of the Rituals of Ancestor Worship in India (Calcutta, 1963), pp. 58 ff., 
for further references to the Puranas. 
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remain central to the full Puranic efflorescence of that theory. The 
duty of the Hving to offer oblations to the preta ancestors is a subject 
of major interest to the Brahmin authors of our texts. An entire 
thirty-five-chapter portion of the Garuda Purana, known as the Pre- 
takalpUy deals with nothing but the nature of these suspended souls, 
the very embodiment of karmic ambivalence, literally hanging be- 
tween life and death. Other texts take up the thread after the dead 
man has been judged by Yama: 

The dead man remains in that impure ativahika body, eating the pinda 
offered by his relatives; then he abandons that body and assumes 2. preta 
body and goes to the preta world for a year. A man cannot be released from 
his ativahika body without the pinda for the pretas, but when the sapin- 
dikarana rite has been performed a year after his death, he gives up his preta 
body and obtains an experience body [hhoga-deha] . By means of the experi- 
ence body he experiences the good and bad accumulated according to the ties 
of karma; then he is cast down, and the night-wandering demons eat that 
(experience) body. ^^ . . . These deformed and hideous demons on earth eat 
that experience body when it has fallen from heaven. 

Not content with the preta body mediation of the mediation, the 

dialectic Pauranikas, always eager to subdivide anything into two of 

anything else, have added yet another body — the experience body, 
which is disposed of in a way which, we shall see, is highly significant 
for Puranic mythology. But even this does not satisfy them, and they 
go on to split the experience body itself into two: 

There are two forms of experience body, one good and the other bad; the 
good one has the form of a god, but the bad one is hideous to look upon. 
Whatever form he used to have when he was a man, the body resembles that 
form somewhat. Then he leaves the experience body and goes to heaven, and 
when there is only a little karma left, he falls from heaven. If some evil 
remains, then when he has experienced heaven he takes a second experience 
body for evil, and having experienced the evil he then experiences heaven 
afterwards. (In the first instance), when he falls from heaven, he is born in 
the house of good, pure people. But (in the second instance), if (only a little) 
merit remains, then he experiences the evil (first), and when that body has 
been eaten he takes a good form, and when only a little karma remains, the 
soul is released from hell and is born in an animal womb, and there he does 
not experience any evil."*^ 

37. O'Flaherty (1976), pp. 360-361; see also Wendy Doniger O'Flaherty, Asceticism 
and Eroticism in the Mythology of Siva (Oxford University Press, 1973), pp. 68—70. 

38. Agni Purana 369.11-14. 

39. Visnudharmottara Purana 2.113; Garuda Purana IXlJl-l. 

40. Agni Purana 369.15-19; Visnudharmottara Purana 2.113.1-25. 
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Although the sequence of action is not entirely clear, it is evident that 
the man of mixed karma has one experience body in heaven and 

another one in hell; if evil predominates, apparently he goes first to 
hell, then to heaven, and then from hell to an animal womb; if good 
predominates, he goes first to heaven, then to hell, and then from 
heaven again to a good birth among humans. It is highly significant 
that the word translated throughout these selections as "experience" 
(n. or V. : bhoga, hhuj) also has the strong connotation of "eating" or 
"consuming." Thus the soul in limbo eats not only the pinda offer- 
ing, its literal food, but its own past karma — its spiritual food. 

The Process of Birth 

This brings us then to the mechanism of birth itself. In early texts, the 
process is merely described, not explained, and certain questions are 
raised; "Every dead person consumes both his good and bad deeds; 
then how do they bear fruit for him? How is it that the little creature 
(the embryo) is not digested like a piece of food in the woman's belly 
where so many heavy foods are digested ?"'*i The close historical 
connection between the transfer of merit-food to dead ancestors and 
to unborn descendants underlies the Indian variant of an anatomical 
misconception universal among children: that babies grow in the 
stomach. (This idea is further supported by the many Hindu myths 
describing conception by mouth and male anal creation. But 
the Sanskrit text supplies a lengthy and serious answer to the naive 
question: 

When he has suffered through all the hells, the sinner, through the ripening 
of his own karma that he committed even while inside another body, enters 
the animal creation, among worms, insects, and birds; among wild animals, 
mosquitoes, and so forth; among elephants, trees [sic]^ cattle, and horses, 
and other evil and harmful creatures. Then he is born as a man, a contempt- 
ible one like a hunchback or a dwarf; among Candalas, Pulkasas, and so 
forth. And then, accompanied by his remaining sins and merits, he enters 
the classes in ascending order — Siadra, Vaisya, king, and so forth — and then 
he becomes a Brahmin, a god, and an Indra. But sometimes he does it in 
descending order, and evil-doers fall down into hell.'*^ 



41. Markandeya Purana 10.4—6. 

42. O'Flaherty (1973),' pp. 273-281; (1976), pp. 334, 343-344. 

43. Markandeya Purana 10.88-92. 
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This text then goes on to describe the process of birth as determined 
by karma, though unfortunately without providing a link between 
the jiva in hell and the engendered embryo: 

Impregnation of a woman by a man takes place when the seed is placed 
in her blood; as soon as it is discharged from heaven or hell, it sets 
out. . . . The embryo remembers its many transmigrations, and it is dis- 
tressed because of this one and that one, and therefore it becomes 
depressed.'*'* 

That the actual mechanism of birth is the union of the man's seed and 
the woman's blood is never challenged in these texts: 

All creatures, men and animals, are bound by desire, and they have inter- 
course and play with one another. The blood of women, in the breast, causes 
the sperm to grow; for the semen of men, in the seed, grows by union with 
women and is nourished by the blood of the woman. At the time of the 

falling of the seed of the man, a portion of the jJva (jivamsa) grows in the 
pregnant womb, by means of blood. From the entry of the man's jiva into 
the womb, flesh accrues.'*^ 

Here it is apparent that the jiva is given by the man and nourished by 

the woman, a view upheld in most of the medical and legal texts. 
Other Puranas indicate a more equal division of responsibility be- 
tween man and woman: "If a person violates dharma, he is born in a 
womb made of a conjunction of semen and blood, with all the re- 
mainders of his own karmas. In the union of a woman and a man he is 
born."46 

But of course things cannot remain so simple; soon we have our 
dialectic, now in the seed: "Leaving both heaven and hell, he takes 
birth in the womb of a woman, taking the form of a pair of seeds 
situated at the navel. The embryo is a mere bubble at first, but then 
blood is formed."'*'^ Another text divides the embryo into a different 
pair, sediment and juice, on the analogy of cooking rice which sepa- 
rates into sohd and liquid in this way (and yet another echo of the 
rice-seed-food in the sraddha ritual); it then subdivides each of these 
into twelve : the secretions are separated into twelve forms of impur- 

44. Ibid., 11.1, -.13, -.22-24. 

45. Hanvamsa (Poona, 1969), appendix II (sesadharmaprakarana), lines 2909—2915. 

46. Lihga Purana (Calcutta, 1890) 88.47-48. 

47. Garuda Purana 217.6-7. 
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ity and expelled from the body, and the juice circulates in the form of 
twelve-fold blood which nourishes the body. Then: 

Semen is born from food; and from semen the birth of the divine body takes 
place. When the flawless semen is placed in the womb at the fertile season, it 
is blown by the wind and unites with the blood of the woman. At the time of 
the ejaculation of the semen, the jiva united with the cause and enveloped 
and joined with its own karmas enters the womb. The semen and blood in 
their united form become an embryo in one day.^^ 

The wind in the form oiprana (sometimes subdivided into apana and 
udana) is said to be the seat of the jiva that leaves the body of the 
dying man in the form of a sigh."^^ Now it returns to blow life back 
into the body, to unite the elements of fire (seed) and water (blood); 
this triad — wind joining fire and water — appears on the macrocos- 
mic scale as the whirlwind between the doomsday conflagration and 
flood. The triad appears in other descriptions of the birth process, 
as well: 

Wind, fire, and Soma always develop the body of embodied creatures. The 
jiva, impelled by karma, enters into the embryo, taking the form of wind, 
abandoning all the experience bodies as it comes from heaven or hell or from 
an animal womb. Thus the jiva enters the embryo because of the power of 
the chain of karma. 

Here the wind is explicitly identified with the jiva, the spirit i^tman, 
the breath of life) that bridges the gap between the two primal 
elements of matter, fire and water, as well as between matter and 
substance. 

Often it is said that the jiva becomes deluded as the embryo de- 
velops inside the womb.^^ While in the womb, the embryo remem- 
bers his former lives and is thus subject to the twin tortures of chagrin 
for his past misdemeanors and Angst over the anticipated repetitions 
of his stupidity (in addition to the considerable physical discomfort of 
confinement inside the disgusting womb). The embryo then resolves 
to make a better job of it this time; but like all New Year's resolu- 
tions, this one is short-lived, and at birth the jiva is deluded by the 
force of maya so that (unless he is a particularly talented yogi) he 
forgets his former lives. The belief in the consciousness of the embryo 

48. Bhavisya Purana (Bombay, 1959) 4.4.9-11. 

49. Visnudharmottara Purana 116.1-12; Markandeya Purana 10.48-72. 

50. OTlaherty (1973), pp. 21-26; (1976), pp. 3*5-36, 42. 

51. Visnudharmottara Purana 2.112. 

52. Brahma Purana 217.23-32. 
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makes possible such episodes as the tale of Brhaspati's rape of his 
pregnant sister-in-law; in the midst of the act, the embryo called out, 
"Hey, uncle, there isn't room enough for two here; your seed always 
produces a child, and I was here first." When the embryo's foot 
actually kicks Brhaspati's semen out of the womb, the enraged rapist 
curses the child to be born blind. Thus karma can be amassed even 
inside the womb. 

Although the newborn child is thus unaware of his accumulated 
karma, it is there nevertheless, together with other predetermined 
factors: "A creature in the mortal world is born because of his own 
karmas; his life-span, karma, wealth, learning, and death are born 
with the embodied creature in the womb. Head down and feet up, the 
embryo gives forth a breath, and from birth the illusion of Visnu 
deludes the creature."^'* Another text repeats this list of five destined 
factors and then adds, "By his own karmas a creature becomes a god, 
man, animal, bird, or immovable thing. The categories into which 
one can be born may be determined by a number of influences more 
complex than the mere preponderance of good or bad karma: "By 
good deeds one becomes a god; by bad deeds a creature is born 
among the animals; and by mixed deeds, a mortal. The Veda (sruti) is 
the authority for the distinction between dharma and adharma. "^^ 

But nothing is ever so simple, and other texts prefer to subdivide 
the fate of the incarnate jiva in other ways: "The jiva endowed with 
material substance is of three sorts, all of them devoid of knowledge 
and full of ignorance: the evil-doer bound for hell; the merit-maker 
who is bound for heaven; and the jiva with a mixture of these qual- 
ities."^*^ Yet another division — always into two opposed categories 
and one mediating one — raises more complicated issues: 

In the union of seed and blood, a ball of flesh (pinda) begins to grow in the 
belly, like the moon in the sky. Consciousness (caitanya) is always inherent 
in semen which has the form of seed; desire, thought, and semen become 
one, and then a man takes a material form in the womb of a woman. A girl is 
born if there is a preponderance of blood; a boy if there is a preponderance 
of semen; if semen and blood are equal, the embryo is a eunucn.'® 

53. Mahabharata 1,98.6-18 (with insertions omitted by critical edition); Brahmanda 

Purana 2.1>.74.1>(i-A7. 

54. Garuda Purana, Uttara Khanda. 22.70—72. 

55. Padma Purana 2.94.12. 

56. Bhavisya Purana (Bombay, 1959) 4.4.6-8. 

57. Lihga Purana 1.86.15-19. 

58. Garuda Purana, Uttara Khanda, 22.18-21. 



Copyrighted material 



22 



WENDY DONIGER OTLAHERTY 



Here the male/female opposition is added to the seed/blood, pranal 
apana, fire/water, juice/sediment, heaven/hell, god/animal dual- 
isms — all of them subsumed under the most elementary of them all, 
good/evil. It is worthy of note that man appears as the mediation 
between god and animal (as he does between gods and demons in the 
mythology);^' he is, like wind and karma, the link that explains but 
cannot be explained. 

This text, the Garuda Purana, is unique in regarding consciousness 
as a significant element of semen; it also places more emphasis upon 
the consciousness of the father himself: "Whatever a man has on his 
mind at the time of impregnation, a creature born of such a nature 
(svabhava) will enter the womb."^° This is a variant of the wide- 
spread Indian belief that whatever one thinks of at the moment of 
death determines one's form of rebirth; thus the tale is told of a 
virtuous man who, being frightened by demons at the moment of his 
death, thought, "Demons!" and was therefore reborn as a demon. 
The significant variant in the Garuda Purana is that it is the thought 
of the father, not of the reborn jiva itself, that determines this birth 
(just as, in the Upanisads, a man is exhorted to meditate appropriately 
while begetting his offspring in order to get the kind he has in 
mind.**2) 

This brings up once more the question of the role of the karma of 
the parents in the process of rebirth, a role that is implicitly excluded 
by most of the direct discussions of the karmic process in the Puranas 
(which do not mention parental karma) but is obviously central to 
many of the narratives in these very same texts. There are even hints 
of it in some of the texts describing the karmic process: "The material 
substance of the embryo becomes completely dried up by karma and 
because of the nature of others [kala samsosarn ayati karman- 
anyasvabhavatah]."^^ Who could these "others" be if not the parents? 
The Puranas state that the child's birth is affected by the karma of the 
father and the mother;^"* similarly, the embryo's physical makeup is 
contributed by both parents: the mother gives hair, nails, skin, flesh, 

59. O'Flaherty (1976), pp. 78-93. 

60. Garuda Purana, Uttara Khanda, 22.17. 

61. Padma Purana 2.1.5.1-35; cf! "OTlaherty (1976), pp. 135-136. 

62. Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 6.4.1—22. 

63. Lihga Purana 1.86.16. 

64. Agni Purana 151.18: pitur matu'sca karmatah. 



Copyrighted material 



KARMA AND REBIRTH IN THE VEDAS AND PURANAS 



^3 



and the father gives bone, sinew, and marrow. In the many Puranic 
accounts of the wicked king Vena, his evil nature is often attributed to 
his mother's sinful karma. The actual mechanism of this karmic 
transfer during the process of birth is not explained in the Puranas, 
but the effect of it is certainly taken for granted; and, as we shall see, 
the transfer of karma in the opposite direction (from child to parent) 
takes place often during life and after the death of the parent. 

Karma and Fate 

Other factors in addition to the karma of the jiva itself and the karma 
of the parents affect the child's birth, and one of these is fate. Thus it 
is said, "By karma impelled by fate a creature is born in the body; 
taking refuge in a drop of the seed of a man he enters the belly of a 
woman." The commentator, Sridhara, glosses it thus: "By the karma 
that he has previously committed, with fate — that is, Isvara [God] 
— as the leader or impeller, he enters; the embryo becomes a bub- 
ble made of a mixture of seed and blood."^^ Yet karma and fate 
are often said to work together, or even to be the same.^^ They are 
clearly superimposed upon each other in a myth in which a sage tries 
to dissuade Parasara from killing all the demons in order to avenge his 
father's murder by them: "The demons did not hurt your father; it 
was fated to happen to him in this way. Who is killed by whom? A 
man experiences (the fruits of) his own deeds. 

The interaction of forces is more clearly evident in a similar myth in 
which a sage tries to dissuade Dhruva from kiUing all the Yaksas in 
order to avenge his brother's murder by them: 

"The Lord ordains the increase or decrease in the lifespan of a miserable 
creature [duhstha: Sridhara glosses this as karmadhinay dependent on 
karma, though the Lord himself is independent]. Some say this is karma; 
others that it is one's own nature; others that it is time; others that it is fate; 

65. Asni Purana 369.31-32; 370.19-20: cf. O'Flaherty (1976). pp. 365-366. 

66. Padma Purana 2.29-33; Bhagavata Purana 4.13; Vamana Purana, S. 26; cf. 
OTlaherty (1976), pp. 324-328. 

67. Bhagavata Purana 3.3L1-2; Harivamia, sesadhannaprakarana (appendix II), 
lines 2795-2796. 

68. Matsya Purana 30.12; Kantawala, p. 206, citing vol. I, p. 127, of the 3-vol. 
edition with Prakrt commentary by Janardanacarya and Anantacarya; De- 
vihhagavata Purana 6.10.29. 

69. Lihga Purana 1.64.109-111. 
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and others that it is desire. The servants of Kubera, the Yaksas, were not the 
slayers of your brother; the cause of a man's birth and death is fate [daiva: 
Sridhara glosses it as Isvara]. He creates this universe, and keeps it, and kills 
it; but because he has no egoism, he is not affected by karmas or qual- 
ities Igtinas]."'^^ 

The confusion is inherent in the very word for fate, daiva, which 
etymologically should mean "that which pertains to the gods 
[devas]" Sridhara glosses daiva as a word for God, in which case 
the text is saying that God is independent of karma and unaffected by 
it, an attitude which we will see reflected in the bhakti texts. 

It is sometimes stated or implied that the gods are free of karma: 
"There are no acts prescribed or forbidden for the gods, no acts 
which give good or bad fruits."^^ But elsewhere a clear distinction is 
made between the power of fate and the power of karma, and it is said 
that the gods are not only separate from fate but in its sway: 

In his various avatars, Visnu was under a curse, and he did his various 
actions always in the power of fate [daiva] J'^ . . . Brahma, Visnu, Rudra, 
Indra, and the other gods, demons, Yaksas and Gandharvas, all are in 
the power of karma; otherwise how could they have bodies and expe- 
rience happiness and sorrow as an embodied creature does? Kr^na per- 
formed all his great manly deeds IpauvHsa} by the power of predesti- 
nation [bhdvivasat].^-^ 

Indra is particularly susceptible to his back-logged karma; time and 
again, karma is invoked as an excuse for his weakness or failure: Bali 
was able to usurp Indra*s throne because of the evil karma that Indra 
had amassed by destroying the embryo in Diti*s womb.'^^ Often the 
poet remarks, "The immortals have become unhappy because of their 
own karma; Indra has reaped the fruit of his evil action." The gods 
may also escape punishment for their sins by blaming this same 
power of karma: when Indra had raped a pregnant woman and hid- 
den in shame, Brhaspati (who had committed the same act, and even 
with the same woman) consoled Indra by saying, "Don't worry. All 
this universe is in the sway of karma."^^ These apparently conflicting 

70. Bhagavata Purana 4.11.21-25. 

71. Matsya Purana 4.6. 

72. Devibhagavata Purana 4.20.52. cf. 3.20.36—37. 

73. Ibid., 6.10.17-19, -.3'8b. 

74. Vamana Purana 49-50. Cf. Devibhagavata Purana 6.17.40 and 9.40.70-91 for 

other examples of Indra's karma. 

75. ^iva Purana (Benares, 1964) 2.3.14.18-24. 

76. Skanda Purana (Bombay, 1867) 2.7.23.8-40; see O'Flaherty (1976), p. 17. 
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attitudes to the fate and karma of the gods may be somewhat clarified 
when one reaHzes that Sridhara is talking about God, the absolute, 
who is regarded as being either above fate or identical with it, and that 
the others are merely lower-case gods, who are helpless against fate 
and karma. Other inconsistencies result from the narrator's freedom 
to select whatever theory best explains the present exigencies of 
his plot. 

In the Hght of these two beliefs — that God controls fate, and that 
the gods are controlled by it — many texts argue that man himself can 
do nothing to battle these inexorable forces. Yet this argument is 
challenged as often as it is stated without challenge. When the wicked 
Kamsa learns that he is "fated" to be killed by a child of Devaki, he 
boasts, "This is a matter that concerns mere mortals, and so it can be 
accomplished by us though we are mortal. It is known that people 
like me can overcome fate and turn it to advantage by the right 
combination of spells, and herbal medicines, and constant effort. ""^"^ 
Unfortunately for Kamsa, his fate does not turn out to be surmount- 
able (for the child fated to kill him is Krsna, no "mere mortal"), and 
when Karnsa's scheme backfires he changes his tune, saying that it 
was not he but fate that arranged events, that he could not overcome 
fate by mere human effort. Yet the means that Karnsa set such store 
by must have been accepted by many people in ancient India — 
among them, the very woman whose child he was determined to 
destroy, Devaki, who tried to dissuade her husband, Vasudeva, from 
handing over the fated child: 

"Men must experience the karma that was formerly made, but can that not 
be worn away by pilgrimages, asceticism, and gifts? For the rites of expia- 
tion have been set forth in the Dharmasastras composed by the noble (sages) 
in order to destroy the evils amassed in former (lives). ... If you decide, 
'What is to be, will be,' then the medical books are in vain, and all the sacred 
recitations, and all effort is in vain. If everything is brought about by fate, if 
*What will be, will be,' then all undertakings are without purpose, even the 
sacrifices that are supposed to achieve heaven. If this is so, then the authority 

(of the Vcdas) is falsely proclaimed, and if tlie authority is false, why isn't 

dharma cut down? But in fact, when an effort is made, success is achieved, 
right before your eyes. Therefore you should investigate and determine what 
is to be done to protect this little boy, my little son."''® 

This argument, unlike Karnsa's, is vindicated by the plot, for al- 
though Vasudeva answers Devaki with a description of the inevitabil- 

77. Harivamsa 47.115. 78. Devibhagavata Purana 4.21.5-17. 
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ity of karma"^^ and hands over the first six children that she bears, he 
does make an effort to save the last son, and this effort is successful: 
the child, Krsna, is saved. That he is saved by supernatural interven- 
tion, and that he himself is God, somewhat qualifies the value of this 
episode as proof of the efficacy of "manly effort" against divine fate. 
Nevertheless, it is surely significant that in proclaiming her worldly, 
anti-karma, non-Upanisadic attitude to human experience, Devaki 
calls upon the Vedic tradition to support her, referring to "the sac- 
rifices that are supposed to achieve heaven"; for this is precisely the 
goal which David Knipe has shown to underly the sraddha ritual in 
its archaic form, the goal of the pre-Brahmanic world view that is 
preserved in the Puranic model of death and rebirth. 

The argument that fate can be overcome is fully developed in other 
texts: 

All depends upon karma. There are two destinies [vidhane] : one is brought 
about by fate (or gods [daiva]) and the other by men [mannsa]. Fate 
cannot be fathomed; and so all activity is based upon manly effort 
[paurusa]. One's own karma is called fate, earned from another body; 
therefore wise men say that manly effort is more important. An adverse fate 
may be overcome by effort, by those who engage in ceremonies and strive to 
rise. By effort men obtain the fruit that they seek; men who have no manly 
energy believe in fate. Fate, what a man does, and the effects of the three 
times (past, present, and future) — this triad bears fruit for a man.^^ 

Karma is here equated with the things that a man does, in contrast 
with the things that are done to him (i.e., fate); it is thus by means of 
karma that a man overcomes fate. An earlier variant of this text cites 
only the two factors, fate and the activities of man;^^ the longer text 
then mediates between them with a third factor, the power of time 
(itself a triad), which enters into the karma cycle at various points and 
is often cited as a cause for otherwise inexplicable action. Similarly, 
when the medical textbooks argue about the relative weights of vari- 
ous causal factors, the author rejects in turn the physical elements 
(dhatHs)y mother and father, karma, one's own nature (svahhava), 
and arrives at the penultimate solution: The creator, Prajapati, made 
happiness and sorrow for his creatures. But, objects the text, this 
could not be: since Prajapati wishes for the welfare of his creatures, 
he would not have burdened them with miseries as if he were a bad 
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person (asadhuvat). The final solution to this expression of theodicy 
is the traditional Indian one: time (kala) is the source of a person and 
of his diseases. Thus time combines with fate and karma; and yet a 
man may try to break away. 



The Conquest of Karma 

If one can reverse fate, one can certainly reverse karma, a far less 
impersonal and more accessible force; and the texts insist that this is 
so. In the oldest strain of Puranic writings on this subject, after the 
usual hair-raising description of the torments of hell, the Brahmin 
author of the text is asked by a desperately worried listener if this is, 
really and truly, inevitable; the Brahmin then proceeds to narrate 
several chapters laying out the types of gifts to Brahmins that are 
certain to protect the generous sinner from the slightest danger of 
going to hell. In some texts, the karma theory is turned inside out 
against itself: by acquiring merit in certain ways, one abolishes 
rebirth.®^ 

As the doctrines of Yoga entered the Puranic mainstream, Yoga 
became another means of deliverance; after setting up the inexorable 
karma process, the Markandeya Purana proceeds to undermine it 
completely with a long chapter on the way that the practice of Yoga 
releases people from karma. Meditation and renunciation are 
equally effective as karmic antidotes;®^ and later, as pilgrimage begins 
to usurp the Brahmin's monopoly on deliverance, the Puranas nar- 
rate chapter after chapter of glorifications of shrines (tirtha- 
mahatmya) — bathing at any one of which is guaranteed to wipe out 
all one's past bad karma. Thus when Parvati asks Siva how evil that 
has been accumulated in a thousand former births can be worn away, 
Siva replies that this evil is worn away when one enters the Avimukta 
shrine at Benares. 

Finally, when bhakti is in full flower, devotion to the god is a 
safe-conduct through the ranks of the soldiers of Yama. The Pura- 
nas abound in stories in which the unrepentant sinner, about to be 
dragged away by the minions of Yama, is saved at the last minute by 
the arrival of the chariot of the servants of the sectarian god, landing 

83. Matsya Purana 57.27; 59.19; 206.17-18. 

84. Markandeya Purana 39. 

85. Lihga Purana 1.86.15-21. 

86. Matsya Purana 181.10, -.17-18. 
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like the marines at the eleventh hour.®'' By the worship of Visnu, one 
can "dispense" with karma; karma is conquered by those whom 
Krsna loves.®® The constricting aspects of the doctrine of karma are 
particularly unacceptable to the positive-thinking and vigorous dev- 
otees of contemporary gurus: thus Swami Bhaktivedanta comments 
on the Bhagavata Purana passage about karma "Under the laws of 
karma a living entity wanders within the universe under the rule of 
eternal time, and sometimes he becomes a mosquito and sometimes 
Lord Brahma. To a sane man this business is not very fruitful. . . . 
But in the Brahma-Samhita we find it said, karmani nirdahati [lit. : 
"He burns away karmas"]: the Lord diminishes or vanquishes the 
reactions of devotees.**^^ 

It is thus apparent that each of the major religious systems that 
appear in the Puranas has developed a sure-fire antidote to the disease 
of karma; yet karma is invoked on almost every page. Why? In the 
first place, one must not underestimate the value of karma (and fate) 
as a plot device; karma ex machina explains what cannot otherwise be 
justified. Thus inconsistencies in character, such as an inappropriately 
virtuous demon, or in experience, such as the sufferings of a good 
man, are explained by reference to karma accumulated in unknowable 
previous lives — and this also gives the Pauranika a chance to drag in 
another good story, often bei den Haam. Karma and rebirth are 
even used to explain textual variants and multiforms: when the sage 
tells one version of a story, and the listeners object that they heard it 
differently, he may retort that it happened to the man twice, in two 
different lives. 



The Transfer of Karma 

The karma doctrine is also put to a significant use as an expression of 
the identity of spirit and matter or "code and substance. "^^ Karma 

87. O'Flaherty (1976), pp. 231-236. 

88. Devibhagavata Purana 9.29—30; Varaha Purana 5; Brahmavaivarta Purana 
2.29-33; 4.74. 

89. Bhagavata Purana 3.31.1-2. 

90. A. C. Bhaktivedanta, $rimad Bhagavatam (New York, 1975), Third Canto, Part 

Three, page 472. 

91. O'Flaherty (1976), pp. 131-138. 

92. O'Flaherty (1973), p. 19. 

93. McKim Marriott, "Hindu Transactions: Diversity without DuaHsm,"pp. 109- 
142 of Bruce Kapferer (ed.), Transaction and Meaning: Directions in the Anthropol- 
ogy of Exchange and Symbolic Behavior, Institute for the Study of Human Issues, 
Philadelphia, 1976. 
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is a metaphor for the effects that human beings have upon one 
another, in this Hfe and even across the barrier of death. This function 
is based on the idea of merit transfer.^"* Although the transfer takes 
place between any two animate creatures (so that one may be polluted 
by contact with a total stranger or even an animal), it is particularly 
likely to arise in relation to transactions involving food and sex, the 
two bases of Hindu social activity and caste interactions.^^ Thus good 
karma accrues to anyone who feeds guests, particularly Brahmins, 
and bad karma to one who does not. Brahma says, "One must never 
mistreat a guest, for the guest then takes the good karma of the host 
and leaves his own bad karma behind. The feeding of a Brahmin 
guest is, as we have seen, a highly recommended way to get rid of 
one's bad karma. 

The concept of the transfer of good and evil occurs throughout 
Indian texts on various levels of religious experience. In one view, all 
evil on earth is regarded as a transfer of bad karma from the Creator 
to mankind ; in particular, Indra and Siva wipe off their moral dirt on 
us.^^ In the war between the gods and demons, the good qualities and 
virtues of one group are constantly being transferred to the other, and 
back again. Other qualities like ascetic power and spiritual energy 
(tapas and tejas) are also transferred on the karma analogy: ParvatI 
transfers her tapas to Siva.^^ 

The most significant transfers take place within the family, between 
husbands and wives, siblings, and parents and children. The wife's 
chastity is an integral part of her husband's karma; the chaste wife can 
release her husband from his sin.'^'^' Like all karma transactions, this 
has a negative side as well: to destroy a man, destroy his wife's 
chastity: 

Siva knew that he could not kill the demon Sahkhacuda as long as the 
demon's wife remained faithful. He commanded Visnu to take the form of 
Sahkhacuda and seduce her, which he did; when the good woman realized 
what had happened, she said, "By breaking my virtue, you have killed my 
husband."ioi 

94. O'Flaherty (1976), p. 326. 

95. Marriott, pp. 110-111. 

96. O'Flaherty (1973), pp. 182-184; $iva Purana 4.12.26-27; $iva Pur ana, J nana 
Samhita (Bombay, 1884) 42.23-45. 

97. O'Flaherty (1976), pp. 139-173. 
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The substantive nature of this interaction is clear from a similar myth 
in which Siva destroys the chastity of the wife of the demon Jalan- 
dhara: when the demon and his wife died, the spiritual energy (tejas) 
of the wife emerged from her body and entered Parvati, and the 
spiritual energy of Jalandhara entered Siva.^"^ Alf Hiltebeitel has 
pointed out many similar instances in the Mahahharata, in myths in 
which a conqueror takes to himself some virtue or power of the man 
he conquers, as well as in the entire corpus of myths in which SrT, the 
goddess of prosperity — often regarded as a "wife" of the victorious 
king and the incarnation of his virtues and powers — is transferred in 
the course of battle. 

The role of a wife in the transfer of karma may involve a number of 
complex transactions: 

A demon carried off a Brahmin's wife and abandoned her in the forest. The 
Brahmin approached the king and said that someone had carried off his wife 
while he slept. The king asked him to describe her, and the Brahmin replied, 
"Well, she has piercing eyes and is very tall, with short arms and a thin face. 
She has a sagging belly and short buttocks and small breasts; she is really 
very ugly — I'm not blaming her. And she is very harsh in speech, and not 
gentle in nature; this is how I would describe my wife. She is awful to look 
at, with a big mouth; and she has passed her prime. This is my wife's 
appearance, honestly." The king replied, "Enough of her; 1 will give you 
another wife." But the Brahmin insisted that he needed to protect his own 
wife, "For if she is not protected, confusion of castes will arise, and that will 
cause my ancestors to fall from heaven." So the king set out to find her. 

The king came upon her in the forest and asked her how she got there; she 
told him her story, concluding, "I don't know why he did it, as he neither 
enjoys me carnally nor eats me." The king found the demon and questioned 
him about his behavior: "Why did you bring the Brahmin's wife here, 
night-wanderer? For she is certainly no beauty; you could find many better 
wives, if you brought her here to be your wife; and if you took her to eat 
her, then why haven't you eaten her?" 

The demon replied, "We do not eat men; those are other demons. But we 
eat the fruit of a good deed. (And I can tell you all about the fruit of a bad 
deed, for I have been born as a cruel demon.) Being dishonored, we con- 
sume the very nature of men and women; we do not eat meat or devour 
living creatures. When we eat the patience of men, they become furious; and 
when we have eaten their evil nature, they become virtuous. We have female 
demons who are as fascinating and beautiful as the nymphs in heaven; so 
why would we seek sexual pleasure among human women?" The king said, 

102. Swa Purana 2. 5. 22> -24 ; Padma Purana 6.106.13-14; OTlaherty (1973), p. 182. 

103. Alf Hiltebeitel, The Ritual of Battle: Krishna in the Mahahharata (Cornell 
University Press, 1976), pp. 141-191 (esp. p. 153), 323, and 352. Cf. also O'Flaherty 
(1976), p. 68. 
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"If she is to serve neither your bed nor your table, then why did you enter 
the Brahmin's house and take her away?" The demon said, "He is a very 
good Brahmin and knows the spells. He used to expel me from sacrifice after 
sacrifice by reciting a spell that destroys demons. Because of this, we became 
hungry, and so we inflicted this defect upon him, for without a wife a man is 
not qualified to perform the ritual of sacrifice." 

The king said, "Since you happened to mention that you eat the very 
nature of a person, let me ask you to do something. Eat the evil disposition 
of this Brahmin's wife right away, and when you have eaten her evil disposi- 
tion, she may become well behaved. Then take her to the house of her 
husband. By doing this you will have done everything for me who have 
come to your house." Then the demon entered inside her by his own maya 
and ate her evil disposition by his own power, at the king's command. When 
the Brahmin's wife was entirely free of that fiercely evil disposition, she said 
to the king, "Because of the ripening of the fruits of my own karma, I was 
separated from my noble husband. This night- wanderer was (merely the 
proximate) cause. The fault is not his, nor is it the fault of my noble hus- 
band; the fault was mine alone, and no one else*s. The demon has done a 
good deed, for in another birth I caused someone to become separated from 
another, and this (separation from my husband) has now fallen upon me. 
What fault is there in the noble one?" And the demon took the Brahmin's 
wife, whose evil disposition had been purified, and led her to the house of 
her husband, and then he went away. 

The first karmic transaction takes place when the Brahmin fears that a 
transfer of negative karma will cause his ancestors to fall from 

heaven — a significant beginning, for without legitimate children 
there can be no sraddha to protect the ancestors. The second is im- 
plicit in the demon's wish to grant the desires of his guest (lest the 
slighted guest carry away the demon's good karma). The wife is ugly 
and evil because of the ripening of her own karma, and the demon has 
reached his evil circumstances as the fruits of his past misdeeds. 

But the most striking transfer takes place when the demon eats the 
wife's evil nature (as demons eat the discarded experience-bodies of 
the sinners who have used them up).^®^ The word used for the "eat- 
ing" of her nature is bhuj, the same word that we encountered as it 
was used to designate the "experiencing" of karma, which is eaten or 
consumed in hell. The demon (a strict vegetarian) refuses to "enjoy" 
the woman in either of the normal demonic ways (as a sexual object 
or a square meal — the two most heavily charged karmic transfer 
situations, and both described by the verb hhuj, which often refers to 
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sexual enjoyment). But he eats her karma directly; and this amounts 
to a transfer of evil karma from the woman to the demon — who, 
being evil already, can easily absorb it. As Gananath Obeyesekere 
remarks of this process, "Only the sinner can come to harm [from 
demons]. This amounts to an ethicization of the actions of de- 
mons." This ethicization may even be read back into the previous 
lives of the demons; as Mircea Eliade has pointed out, "The goddess 
Hariti is said to have obtained the right to eat children as a conse- 
quence of merits gained in a previous existence.'* ^^'^ The good karma 
of demons, accumulated in a previous life, here allows them to eat 
good food; the evil karma of the demon that ate the evil disposition of 
the Brahmin's wife allows him to eat evil food (though, apparently, in 
this case he does not eat the woman's ugliness, as her long-suffering 
husband might have wished). 

Another important karmic transfer takes place between brothers. 
In the Mahabharatay Yudhisthira refuses to go to heaven and wishes 
to remain in hell in order to give comfort (sukha) to his brothers 
suffering there, by means of the cool breeze which his body gives off 
because of his virtue; at length, Dharma tells him that the scene in hell 
was a mere illusion produced in order to test him and to serve as a 
moral instruction; his brothers are in heaven, where he too goes at 
last.^**® The merit transfer in this episode is minimal: Yudhisthira's 
virtue proves useful to his brothers, and he is willing to lose some- 
thing in return — heaven. But the Puranic expansion of this scene is 
far more explicit and complex: 

During a brief visit to hell, to expiate one brief lapse, the virtuous king 
Vipascit noticed that the air from his body was relieving the suffering of the 
sinners there. He therefore wished to remain there to help them, saying, 
"Not in heaven nor in the world of Brahma do men find such joy as arises 
from giving release [nirvana] to suffering creatures." When Indra insisted on 
leading him to heaven, the king said, "Men are tortured by the thousands in 
hell. They cry out to me, 'Save me!' and so I will not go away." Indra said, 
"These men of very evil karma have reached hell because of their karma; and 
you must go to heaven because of your own good karma. Go and enjoy your 
deserts in the world of the immortals, and let them wear away the conse- 

106. Gananath Obeyesekere, "Theodicy, Sin and Salvation in a Sociology of Bud- 
dhism," in Edmund R. Leach (ed.), Dialectic in Practical Religion (Cambridge Pa- 
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(1976), p. 78. 
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quences of their own kanna by means of this hell." The king said, "How can 
other men find delight in associating with me if these men do not become 
elevated in my presence? Therefore, let these sinners who are undergoing 
punishment be freed from hell by means of whatever good deeds I have 

done." Indra said, "By this you have achieved a higher place, and now you 
may see how these people, despite their evil karma, are released from hell." 
Then a rain of flowers fell upon that king, and Indra placed him in a celestial 
chariot and led him to heaven. And those who were there in hell were 
released from their punishments and entered other wombs, as determined by 
the fruits of their own karma. 

There is considerable Buddhist influence here. The virtuous king 
saves men who are his "brothers" only in the sense that all men are 
brothers; he gives them nirvana, a Buddhist word for release (and set 
in a very Buddhist sentiment about the relief of suffering) in place of 
the mere "comfort" that Yudhisthira gave to his brothers; and he 
saves them all from hell not by the awkward plot device of the 
Epic — which simply takes it all back by declaring it an illusion — but 
by a very real transfer of merit in a very real hell. Even so, karma gets 
the last word: the sinners don't go to heaven with Vipascit (as they do 
with Yudhisthira in the Epic), but are merely given release from one 
phase of their redemptive reincarnation, as parents are "released" 
from hell, to be reborn after they have been given the pinda offering. 



Parents and Children 

As karma's primary function and innovation is in the realm of re- 
birth, it is not surprising that the most significant transfers take 
place between parents and children. The strange silence of the classi- 
cal texts regarding the role of parents in rebirth is, as we have seen, 
partially explained by the post-Vedic rejection of the model which 
took the sraddha ritual as the basis of the birth theory, a ritual in 
which the child "makes" the parents, and partially explained by the 
inversion of the birth process implicit in that very model. In the 
classical system, the transmigration theory bypasses the parents al- 
together. But Puranic texts tend to combine these two views. Indeed, 
the various types of karma, according to some systems, correspond 
precisely to the distinction between the parents' contribution and 
what we would regard as "our own" contribution to the karma bank. 
To be sure, some of the philosophical texts (some Vaisesika and 
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Caraka texts, and perhaps even some of the Advaita) do tell us some- 
thing about parents; but the parents seem to play primarily a physical 
role, giving the stuff (blood and semen) into which the unborn child's 
karma is to be infused. The Buddhists, however, suggest a primal 
scene which would have gladdened the heart of Sigmund Freud: the 
unborn child, witnessing his parents in intercourse, interacts in classi- 
cally Oedipal fashion with them and is born.^^^^ In this model, social 
interaction with one's future parents precedes the birth process. The 
Tibetan texts, moreover, make it clear that some parental karma is 
transferred to the child. If we look to mythology for some of the 
underlying, unexpressed beliefs and cognitive assumptions of all 
South Asians, we find numerous examples in which the karma of the 
parents is transferred to the child — even as the karma of the child is 
transferred to the parent in the sraddha ceremony. This suggests 
that the birth process in some levels of Indian classical thought is even 
more complicated than our Sanskrit and Pali texts have led us to 
believe — unless we simplify the model by distinguishing discrete his- 
torical, chronological periods, viewing parental karma transfer as 
prior to, and an alternative to, the concept of reincarnated karma. 
The myths preserve the pre-rebirth, Vedic model of birth, and it is to 
the myths that we must now turn. 

Numerous examples of karmic interaction between parent and 
child occur in the Mahabharata; I should like to poach once again on 
Bruce Long's territory (which is so temptingly adjacent to my own) 
to cite a myth which strikes me as particularly archaic, even Vedic, in 
its attitude to karma, and which thus provides a useful foil to the full 
Puranic myths: 

King Somaka had only one son, Jantu; he worried that this child might die. 
His priest advised him to sacrifice the child and let his one hundred wives 
inhale the smoke, so that they would conceive sons. Somaka did so, despite 
the protest of the wives, and after ten months they all had sons; Jantu was 

reborn as the eldest, by his original mother. When Somaka and the priest 
died, Somaka saw the priest boiling in a terrible hell, and asked him why. 'T 
caused you to sacrifice, O king," said the priest, "and this is the fruit of that 
karma." The king said, "I will enter this (hell); let my priest be released. For 
he is being cooked by the fire of hell for my sake." But Dharma objected, 
"No one ever experiences the fruit of another's action. You see here your 
own fruits." When the king continued to protest that his karma was the same 

110. See James McDermott's paper in this volume, citing Vasubandha*s Abhidhar- 
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as the priest's, Dharma conceded, "If you wish this, experience the same 
fruit with him, for an equal length of time, and then afterwards you will 
both reach heaven." And so it happened.**^ 

Many conflicting attitudes to karma appear in this tale. The 'Virtue" 
of the single son is somehow transferred (by personal sacrifice, the 
most primitive form of transfer, and by the ingestion of substance — 
significantly, funeral smoke) to a hundred others — but he is reborn 
among them, so that he is not truly sacrificed at all; in this first 
episode, the text seems to emphasize that no actual exchange need 
take place at all, that nothing need be lost by the one who "gives" 
merit, that karma is inexhaustible. This view is reinforced by Dhar- 
ma's objection to the king's wish to sacrifice his good karma to get the 
priest out of hell — just as Dharma objects, in the Mahabharata, to 
Yudhisthira's wish to get his brothers out of hell. The solution in this 
case, however, is the inverse of the solution to the sacrifice of the son: 
where, in that episode, no one lost anything by the transfer, so in this 
second episode both of them lose — both of them suffer the tortures 
of hell. In this way, the doctrine of karma is satisfied without any 
merit transfer — and yet ultimately everyone escapes to heaven, as 
they do in the Yudhisthira episode. That the suggested transfers are to 
take place in the form of a human sacrifice and in the transfer of merit 
between a king and his priest are indications of the antiquity of this 
myth, possibly composed at a period when the concept of merit 
transfer was still being developed. 

Elsewhere in the Mahabharata, and in the Puranas, we find myths 
illustrative of the karma flow in both directions: from living children 
to dead ancestors (as in the tale of a sage*s ancestors hanging by 
their fingertips in a great pit);^^"* and, less often, from parents to 
children. A series of karmic transfers from children to parents takes 
place between King Yayati and his sons and grandsons. In the 
myth of Vena, karma flows in both directions: the evil of Vena him- 
self is the result of the direct transfer of negative karma from his evil 
mother — who is evil because of the karma inherited from her father, 
death; but when Vena dies, and is reborn as a leper, his good son 
Prthu saves him by going to a shrine, performing a ritual, and trans- 
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ferring that merit to his father, for his father is so impure that he 
would transfer his own bad karma to the shrine and thus defile it; 
only the devotional sacrifice of the son can save him.^^"^ In other 
texts, Vena is saved simply by the birth of his good son,^^^ or, in a 
more primitive process, by the birth of an evil son, who draws the 
evil out of Vena in a direct transfer, as the evil demon drew the evil 
nature out of the Brahmin's wife. Here, then, is the turning point in 
the chain of karma: evil karma is transferred from parent to child in a 
direct, homeopathic line, explaining the existence of evil in the pres- 
ent; but good karma is transferred backwards into the past and into 
the future, through the heteropathic devotion of the good child to the 
evil parent — the ritual model of the sraddha offering, translated into 
bhakti mythology. 

The Flow of Karma 

The motif of personal devotion (bhakti) flows against the current of 
impersonal karma and the "ocean of rebirth," like a stream of fresh 
water flowing back out into the ocean. The fluid analogy is apt, and 
occurs often in the Sanskrit texts; the karma model is a very fancy bit 
of plumbing, a complex hydraulic system. In any social interaction, 
karma is transferred as by the action of a siphon when two vessels of 
unequal height are suddenly connected by a tube: things flow back 
and forth between them until they are equalized. In India, what flows 
is pollution (which flows up) and merit (which flows down). Things 
flow in and out of the body all the time in Vedic/Puranic Hinduism; 
hence the great stress placed on bodily secretions as literally creative 
substances: semen, blood, phlegm, tears, sweat, and so forth. This 
also explains the Indian's great emphasis on food. 

Because of this fluidity in social interaction, it is difficult, if not 
impossible, to pinpoint an individual's karma as distinct from that of 
everyone else. We have seen how the karma of parents and children 
merges, and that of husbands and wives; these are indeed maximal 
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exchange situations. But in the Indian view, every act is the result of 
the karma of many people; all share the responsibility for evil, though 
they all see it from different perspectives. Thus, as Alf Hiltebeitel has 
pointed out, the responsibility for the death of Drona is diffused, 
depending on the philosophy of the different heroes who examine its 
causes. ^2 ^ In this way, the concept of Joint karma functions as a 
cosmological as well as a sociological principle, in which no acts of 
any particular figure can have any ultimacy as evil. According to this 
aspect of the theory of karma, the retributive function of rebirth is of 
secondary significance; indeed, as a Tamil Brahmin woman said to 
me, karma means that we are punished not for our actions, but by our 
actions. 

Karmic forces flow constantly between people (and between gods, 
and animals). Two great exceptions to this rule are the realms of 
Hindu asceticism (where all life processes are reversed, all body sub- 
stances held in ^22) ^nd Jainism, where an extreme effort is made to 
reduce the flow and an almost obsessive concern with boundaries 
leads to a minimizing of transactions. In Jainism, the soul moves 
up, while karma pushes down; without the basic sraddha model, 
there can be no true exchange. In Hinduism, Vedic or Puranic, spirit 
and matter (code and substance) constantly flow in and out of each 
other; even in the creation myths, Prajapati alternates between the 
creation of physical entities (men, beasts, trees) and abstractions — 
the year, and hunger, and space itself. Here is true relativity, matter 
and energy in constant fluid transformation. 

121. Personal communication from Alf Hiltebeitel, November 19, 1977. See also p. 
127, n.33, and p. 253 of his The Ritual of Battle: Krishna in The Mahahharata 
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The Concepts of 
Human Action and Rebirth 
in the Mahabharata 

J. BRUCE LONG 



Introduction 

The analysis of the variety of formulations of the concepts of karma 
and samsara in the Mahabharata will be the sole concern in this 
paper. I recognize that any discussion of this subject with regard to 
the MBh. must be undertaken in medias res, given the appreciable 
development of these notions prior to the epic period. Even so, the 
enormity of the task of treating even this somewhat limited topic in 
the epic prohibits us from taking even a passing glance at the relevant 
materials in the pre-epic literature.^ I shall also avoid the issue of the 
truth or falsity, adequacy or inadequacy of the principles of karma 
and samsara as a general hermeneutic of the human condition, nor 

1. Information on karma znd samsara in the Vedas, Brahmanas and Upanisads may 
be found in the following sources: A. B. Keith, Religion and Philosophy in the Vedas 
and Upanishads (Cambridge, Mass., 1925), pp. 252 ff., 454 ff., 581-591; S. N. Das- 
gupta, A History of Indian Philosophy (Cambridge, 1922-), vol. 1; C. Sharma, A 
Critical Survey of Indian Philosophy (Varanasi, 1960); F. Edgerton, The Beginnings 
of Indian Philosophy (Cambridge, Mass., 1965), pp. 29 ff. ; S. Radhakrishnan, The 
Principal Upanisads (London, 1953), esp. pp. 104-116; M. Hiriyanna, The Essentials 
of Indian Philosophy (London, 1949), pp. 47 ff.; R. D. Ranade, A Constructive 
Survey of Upanisadic Philosophy (Poona, 1926), pp. 152 ff. ; and Eliot Deutsch, Ad- 
vaita Vedanta. A Philosophical Reconstruction (Honolulu, 1969), pp. 67 ff. 
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shall I attempt to compare this definitive Indian world view with that 
of other cultures, Eastern or Western, questions treated in a sugges- 
tive article by Eliot Deutsch on "karma as a convenient fiction,"^ and 
in the voluminous writings of Ian Stevenson, which represent the 
published findings of extensive research into possible empirical evi- 
dence for rebirth.-^ 

The task before us here is at once more modest and more ambitious 
than those reflected in other writings on karma and samsara. The 
modesty of the task rests on the intention to focus only on specific 
passages in the MBh. which speak to some aspect of the question of 
the nature of human action and its role in the formation of human 
ends. The ambitious nature of the task is determined by the inten- 
tion to scrutinize a great many passages scattered throughout the 
MBh. more closely and in greater detail than has previously been 
attempted.^ 

The passages discussed herein reflect among themselves a remark- 
able (and to those who hanker after consistency, frustrating) degree of 
diversity, and even incongruity, of thought. At the same time, there 

are numerous motifs that appear time and again in passages drawn 
from every section of the MBh. , a fact that would appear to indicate 
that the various spokesmen on karma drew upon a common store of 
general notions, and at the same time exercised considerable freedom 
to recombine and modify those ideas according to individual and 

2. "Karma as a 'Convenient Fiction' in the Advaita Vedanta," Philosophy East and 
West 15, no. 1 (1965): 3-12. 

3. Twenty Cases Suggestive of Reincarnation (New York, 1966), and Cases of the 

Reincarnation Type (Charlottesville, Va., 1975), 2 vols. 

4. Cf. other writings on karma and samsara and related topics in the MBh. and the 
antecedents in pre-epic literature: V. M. Bedekar, "The Doctrine of the Colours of 
Souls in the MBh. " Annals of the Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute (ABORI) 
48-49 (1967-68): 329-338; Haridas Bhattacharya, "The Brihmanical Concept of 
Karma," A. R. Wadia Commemoration Volume (Bangalore, 1954), pp. 29-49; 
G. N. Chakravarty, "The Idea of Fate and Freedom in the MBh., "Poona Orientalist 
20 (1955) [The Dr. H. L. Hariyappa Mem. Vol.]- V. A. Gadgil, "Rta and the Law of 
Karma," All-India Oriental Conference, 10 (Tirupati, 1940): 13-28; A. L. Herman, 
"Samsara," Journal of the Ganganatha Jha Res. Inst., 27 (1971): 1-10; H. G. 
Narahari: "Karma and Reincarnation in the MBh.," ABORI 27 (1946): 102-113; 
"Vedic Antecedents of the Epic 'Sasarirasvarga,' " Indian Historical Quarterly 28 
(1952): 87-90; "Rebirth in Ancient Indian Thought," yo«m<«/ of Indian History 43 
(1965): 119-142; "Ideas Miont Karma in the Ramayana," Munshi Indological Felici- 
tation Volume (Bombay, 1963): 111-115; "Karma and Reincarnation in Classical 
Sanskrit Literature," Quart. Jour, of the Mythic Society 47 (1946-47): 68-71; Ronald 
M. Smith, "Birth of Thought— III. Transmigration and God," ABORI 35 (1954): 
176-193. 
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sectarian predilections. I shall make every attempt to maintain a bal- 
ance in the emphasis on both parallels and discontinuities among the 
various passages presented in order to distinguish those assumptions 
that appear to be common to the entire epic from those that are 
unique to specific passages. The focus of the present paper, on 
specific formulations of the doctrines of karma and samsara in the 
MBh.y necessarily neglects the notion of karma in its "dharmic" 
form in the MBh. as a whole. ^ 

The Causal Determinants of Human Destiny 

In accord with its own syncretistic nature and the general propensity 
of Indian sages and mythographers to appeal to a multivalent range of 
ideas in treating almost every doctrinal topic, the Mahahharata rec- 
ognizes a number of different causal factors at work in arranging both 
immediate results and ultimate destinies. Any summary of the factors 
which are cited at one point or another in this great storehouse of 
Indian cultural lore would necessarily include the following: provi- 
dential acts of God (divya-kriya),^ divine ordinances (divya-vidhi),'^ 
divine power or fate proper (daiva, dista, niyati, bhagya),^ time 
(kala),'^ death (mrtyn, krtanta, antaka),^^ nature (prakrti),^^ and, 
finally, human action (karma). 

The variegated nature of the palette of the ancient Indian intellec- 
tual tradition is exemplified in the initial chapter of the Svetasvatara 
Upanisad (vss. 2—3) where the sage passes in review a series of con- 
cepts of causation, then en vogue within various schools of thought: 
time, inherent nature, necessity, chance, the elements, the womb, the 
person, a combination of these, and the soul. He rejects all of these 
phenomena as being incapable of forming the causal basis of the 

5. For this topic, see James L. Fitzgerald's "Two Brief Notes on 'Karma' Relative to 
the Mahahharata." Presented at the ACLS-SSRC Joint Committee on South Asia- 
sponsored seminar, "Person and Interpersonal Relations in South Asia: An Explora- 
tion of Indigenous Conceptual Systems" at the University of Chicago, April 14, 1977. 

6. Cf. 2.42.45 ff.; 3.2.6; 3.32.40; Bhagavad GJta 8.21-31; 10.4-5, 33-34. [All cita- 
tions of the Mahahharata (MBh.) are from the Poona Critical Edition, unless other- 
wise noted.] 

7. 3.31.3 ff. 

8. 1.84.6-8; 1.89.9; 5.39.1; 2.41.1,4; 44.1; 2.17.3; 45.55 f.; 51.25-26; 56.17; 57.4; 
58.18; 63.36; 64.5-6; 66.3; 67.3-4, 7; 67.7; 68.28; 72.10-11. 

9. 2.40.5; 71.42; 72.8-11. 

10. Brhadaranyaka Upanisad (BAU) 1.2.1 ff.; MBh. 13.1.50 ff. 

11. MBh. 12.222.24 ff. (P C. Roy trans.; hereafter referred to as PCR). 

12. Katha Upan. 2.2.7; MaitrJ Upan. 4.2; MBh. 1.1.188-191; 3.148-154; 109.10- 
11; 12.153.12-13 (PCR); 13.207.19 f. 
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existence of conscious beings and contends, instead, that it is the 
"power of God himself, concealed in its own qualities" that controls 
all the forces mentioned, "from time to the soul." The importance of 

this passage lies in the fact that it is both a synoptic history (perhaps 
the earliest) of the reHgious philosophies of India up to the time of the 
late Upanisads (ca. 400 B.C.—) and a kind of prospectus for 
philosophical reflection on questions of causation and human destiny 
for centuries to come. The durability of this set of ideas is demon- 
strated by the appearance of a comparable statement made by Yudhis- 
thira in the ^anti-parvan: 

Among the various groups of scholars (vipra), there are some who say that 
in the production of results, human effort (purnsakara) is primary. Some 
learned ones say that destiny (daiva) is primary and some that it is nature 
(svabhava) that is the motivating force. Others say that acts flowing from 
effort (combined) with destiny, produce results, assisted by nature. Rather 
than taking any one of these (factors) as the sole cause of results, others say 
that the three in conjunction produce results. . . . These, of course, are the 
views of those who depend on acts with reference to goals. Those, however, 
whose view of things is established upon the truth, know Brahman to be the 
(primary) cause (of everything). 

While the epic sages drew upon this set of ideas almost exclusively 
in characterizing the principle of causation, they manifested a re- 
markable lack of consensus concerning the precise number and com- 
bination of causal factors which they believed to be operative in the 
world. The passage from the Santi—parvan above suggests that the 
various schools could be classified under two rubrics: those which 
were committed to a life of action (pravrtti) in quest of worldly goals 
and, perhaps, heaven after death, and those which were committed to 
the renunciation (nivrtti) of all worldly values (including heaven) in 
preference for the Hberative knowledge of absolute truth (Brahma- 
vidya). The particular concept of causation and human action to 
which any person gave allegiance would have been dictated by the 
school of thought or life-ethic to which he was committed. While the 
philosophies of Sankhya and Vedanta (both represented in a variety 
of subsets in the MBh.) provided the philosophical basis and frame- 
work for a majority of discourses on human action and destiny, 

13. Consult the essay, "Action and Rebirth," by F. Edgerton in his trans, of the 
Bhagavad Gita (New York, 1964), pp. 157 ff.; "The Nature of Karma Yoga," in E. 
Deutsch's trans, of the same text; and the whole of B. G. Tilak's ^rimad 
Bhagavadgha-rahasya (Poena, 1965). 
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numerous sectarian traditions (e.g., the Narayaniyas and the 
Pasupatas) also made a significant imprint upon epic thought. 

One conclusion that we might draw from this diversification of 
philosophical perspectives and the inclination to intermingle ideas 
drawn from a variety of schools of thought evidenced throughout the 
MBh. is that the sages and scholars failed to discover any single 
principle of causation that could account for all the exigencies of 
human life. Or, to state the matter affirmatively, like their Vedic 
forebears, the epic writers were prepared to embrace (or, at least, to 
tolerate) a diverse array of doctrines, in the conviction that while 
reality is one, it can be designated by many names {Rg Veda 1.164.46). 

A cursory survey of a select number of passages in the MBh. which 
address some aspect of the topic of the nature of human action and its 
role in influencing human destiny will illuminate the range of ethico- 
religious ideas to which the sages appealed and the nature of the 
existential situations in which such questions demanded a didactic 
response. 

KARMA 

Generally speaking, the epic sages and storytellers take up their 
respective positions within the philosophical lineage of the Upanisads 
by accounting for the fashioning of human destiny through the 
medium of human action (karma). As one most succinct classical 
formulation of the principle of karma has it: "Even as one acts, even 
as he behaves, so does he become. The doer of good becomes good, 
the doer of evil becomes evil . . . whatever deed he performs, that he 
becomes [or attains]" (BAU 4.4.5). In a great many myths, legends, 
and didactic passages in the MBh., the idea is propounded that a 
person reaps the results of his acts performed in previous lifetimes 
and comes to good- or ill-fortune as a result of his acts alone. Accord- 
ing to one account provided by Vyasa himself, "The acts done in 
former births never abandon any creature. . . . [And] since man lives 
under the control of karma, he must always be alert to ways of 
maintaining his equilibrium and of avoiding evil consequences."^'* In 
the Uttarayayati, after Devayani has been rescued from certain death 
in a deep well by King Yayati, she is admonished by her father, Sukra, 
that, "by their own faults people reap sorrow and happiness. Appar- 
ently you once did some wrong which has thus been avenged" 
(1.73.29). Shortly thereafter, he sounds a disturbing note to Vrsapar- 

14. 3.207.19-20. Compare 12.232.19 ff. 
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van, the murderer of Kaca: "The promotion of unrighteousness does 
not, Hke a cow, yield results immediately, O King. But evil does bear 
sure fruit, like a heavy meal on the stomach; if you do not see it ripen 
on yourself, it will on your sons or grandsons" (1,75.2). Along the 
same line, Yayati declares that the forest-dweller who has achieved 
liberation from his body conducts not only himself but the ten gener- 
ations on either side of him to virtuous deeds (1.86.7). In the account 
of the conversation between the wicked fowler and the saintly 
Gautami, the question arises as to who or what is responsible for the 
death of Gautami's young son, who had died as the result of a 
snake-bite. A series of possible culprits is passed in review in per- 
sonified form: the snake itself, death, time and fate. One by one, each 
of the accused denies any culpability with regard to the boy*s death. 
In the end, Gautami, "invested with great patience and mental tran- 
quility," divines the cause of her son's demise to be the boy's own 
karma in a previous lifetime and adds that she too "so acted [in the 
past] such that my son has died [as a consequence]."^^ 

This strong confidence that each person has the capacity to influ- 
ence (if not determine) his own course by his own efforts, is counter- 
poised with an equally compeUing skepticism about the effectiveness 
of human action. On one occasion, Yudhisthira questions the efficacy 
of the law of karma: "Whether there be an effect or not of good and 
evil actions . . . those are the mysteries of the gods (deva-guhyaniy 
(3.32.33). And, in numerous sections of the didactic portions of the 
MBh. (viz., the Aranyaka-, ^anti- and Anusasana-parvans)^ where 
the relative merits of the active life of the worldling (pravrtti) and of 
the non-active life of the ascetic (nivrtti) are debated, the party which 
opts for the latter way denies categorically that human acts are in any 
way effective in conducting men to auspicious ends.^^ An exemplary 
account of this ascetic position with regard to human action is pro- 
vided in the story of King Vicakhu's condemnation of the animal 
sacrifices of the Brahmanas and his assertion that non-injury 

15. This is one of the meager number of instances in the MBh. where the notion 
appears that one person's karma influences both his own future and that of others 
who are closely related to or temporally contiguous with him. See 1.86.7 cited in the 

text above. 

16. See esp. the "Dialogue between the Brahmin Father and His Son," 12.169 and 
12.278 (PGR 175 and [169]). This same dialogue is found in Jataka 509, gatha 4,; 
Mark. Pur., adhy. 10 ff. Compare also Dhammapada 4.47—48; and Ut- 

taradhyayanasutra 14.21—23. For critical discussions of various aspects of this story, 
consult the following sources: "Critical Notes," in C. E. of MBh. on 12.169; J. 
Charpentier, ZDMG 62 (1908): 725 ff.; and M. Winternitz, A History of Indian 
Literatnre (Calcutta, 1933), vol. 1, pp. 419 ff., 562 ff. 
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(ahimsa) to all creatures and a life of renunciation is the highest duty 
to which men can aspire (sarvebhyo dharmebhyo jyayasi mata). So 
profound is his distaste for the life of the worldling (grhastha), estab- 
lished as it is upon the sacrifice, that he says, "Only the avaricious are 
motivated by a desire for fruit [of sacrifices]" (krpanah phalahetavah) 
and "the employment of these [sacrifices] is not prescribed in the 
Vedas" but "has been initiated by rascals" (dhurtaih) (12.257). 

The most striking feature of those passages in the MBh. which 
discuss the relative merits and demerits of human action is the lack of 
agreement concerning the effectiveness of human action in producing 
results. The belief that human actions are effective stands in an unre- 
solved state of tension with the claims that the acts of god or the 
machinations of blind fate are the primary causative forces at work in 
the world. 

TIME 

In the opening chapter of the Adi-parvan, the bard, Sanjaya, con- 
soles the grieving Dhrtarastra with the declaration that all creatures 
pass from birth to death and thence to rebirth through the irresistible 
operations of time (kala). It is kaUy he says, that ripens the creatures 
and then rots them (1.1.188—191; compare 12.220). In chapter tlircc of 
the same parvan, in the course of undergoing a series of ordeals for 
the purpose of acquiring a pair of earrings for his guru*s wife, Ut- 
tahka is struck by a vision of two women weaving a piece of fabric 
composed of black and white strands and a gigantic wheel with 360 
spokes being rotated by six boys and a handsome man — all represent- 
ing the creative and destructive movements of time (1.3.150—151). So 
inflexible is the law of time believed to be that the sages proclaimed, 
"Death has been decreed for all created beings. When their hour 
(vidhi) comes round, all beings are removed by law (dharmena).''^'^ 
In the dialogue between the vulture and the jackal concerning the 
possibility of restoring the dead to life and the relative efficacy of 
austerities in accomplishing that end, the vulture asserts that 
"whether friend or foe, no one ever comes back to life having once 
succumbed to the power of time" (12.149.8-9). In the same passage, 
the fruits of karma, whether good or evil, are said to be nullified by 
the iron rule of time.^® 

17. Z54 (PGR); C.E. Appendix 1.8 (240-243). Cf. 12.137.45-49. 

18. Vss. 44—45. For a few of the many other passages about kala as the primary 
causative force, consuh 1.3.148-175; 2.40.5; 69.44; 3.188.99; 189.25-26; 12.26.1 ff.; 
149.12-13, 44-45; 213.1 ff.; 232.1 ff.; 13.1.50 ff.; 13.6; 14.17.7 ff. 
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FATE 

Out of the wealth of materials dealing with the concept of Fate 
(daiva, dista), I shall present only a select few that illustrate the use 
of this concept in accounting for human destiny. Like all the other 
concepts under investigation, the notion of fate is rendered mul- 
tiphasically, by identifying it with a variety of other factors — for 
example, divine providence, human acts in past time, circumstantial 
conditions, time, and so forth. Whatever the specific meaning at- 
tributed to the idea in any given context, the term fate consistently 
indicates certain external forces over which the individual exercises no 
control, either in actualizing or deactualizing any particular state of 
affairs. 

Yudhisthira rationalizes his compulsion to pursue ever-elusive suc- 
cess in the infamous dice-game by appealing to the invincible influ- 
ence of fate. Though he knows that Duryodhana*s challenge to the 
dicing will bring the entire family to a state of ruination, he admits, "I 
cannot disobey his word," because of the irresistible influence of fate 
(2.67.3-4). In the Uttaryaydti, Yayati says, "All living creatures 
depend upon fate (dista) and their acts are wasted: regardless of 
what one obtains, the wise one is not concerned, knowing as he does 
that his fate is stronger (distam haliyah). Whether it is good- or 
ill-fortune that comes to him, it is not he but fate that brings things to 
pass" (1.84. 6-8). 20 

In many instances, fate is conceived as the instrument which the 
divine arranger (Dhatr) employs in working his (or its) will in the 
world and is frequently identified with the principle of kala. In reply 
to Sanjaya's prophesy of the fall of the family of Dhrtarastra in ret- 
ribution for their crimes against the Pandavas, Dhrtarastra avows that 
it is the acts of the gods (not human deeds) that bring a person to 
defeat. The gods delude man's mind by distorting his vision of the 
true nature of things and the proper order of their interrelationship, 
with the result that the entire system of socioreligious values is turned 
upside down. In this regard the old patriarch observes, "Time [or 
fate] does not raise a stick and clobber a man's head; the power of 

19. Consult E. W. Hopkins, Epic Mythology (Strassburg, 1915), pp. 73 ff. for a 
resume of materials on fate in the MBh. 

20. Compare 12.15; C. Drekmeier, Kingship and Community in Early India (Stan- 
ford, 1962), pp. 150 ff.; H. Zimmer, Philosophies of India, (New York, 1951), pp. 
98 ff.; and J. A. B. van Buitenen, "Some Notes on the Uttara-yayata," Adyar Li- 
brary Bulletin 31-32 (1967-68): 617-635. 
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time is just this up-ended view of things" (2.72.8-11. J. A. B. van 
Buitenen, trans. 

GOD AS THE "aRRANGER" 

The belief that both intermediate results and final destinies are 
predetermined by an omnipotent divine being (or principle) referred 
to as the "Arranger" (Dhatr) is represented in stark and unsettling 
terms by Draupadi in her discourse to the grieving Yudhisthira 
(3.31.21-39). She declares that it is god alone who establishes every- 
thing for the creatures, both happiness (sukha) and unhappiness 
(duhkha), pleasure (priya), as well as pain (apriya), even before 
"ejaculating the seed." She represents this god as a kind of cosmic 
magician or "puppeteer" who "makes the body and limbs move," a 
"capricious blessed Lord" who "hiding behind a disguise, assembling 
and breaking the creatures, plays with them as a child plays with its 
toys." In turn, she likens men to wooden puppets who are "propelled 
by the Lord" to their several destinies. Because man at no time is 
completely independent of the Controller's manipulative powers, he 
is the "master neither of himself nor of others." He knows nothing 
and exercises no influence whatsoever over his own happiness and 
misery. The entire human body, which is called a "field" (ksetra)^ is 
nothing but the instrument by which god propels human beings to- 
ward their actions and corresponding results — both good and evil. 
Draupadi continues by arguing that since god's relation to man is 
more like that of a capricious and belligerent taskmaster than a be- 
nevolent and sympathetic parent, his actions must be viewed as aris- 
ing from the same sort of self-serving motivations as human actions. 
Consequently, god, like man, is pursued by the impure fruits of his 
own deeds and is, therefore, vulnerable to the same moral censure- 
ship as his creatures. (Compare Bhagavad-Gita 2.18-61.) 

Yudhisthira, true to his nature as the "Son of Dharma," first con- 
gratulates Draupadi on the eloquence of her statement but then con- 
demns it as utterly heretical. While it is admittedly often difficult to 
"justify the ways of god to man," he asserts, "those of pure mind and 
will recognize that neither dharma nor the gods should be dispar- 

21. Consult the following passages for additional references to the concept of fate: 
1.109.10-11; 43.32; 45.55 ff.; 71.35; 67.3-4; 3.176.26 ff.; 5.159.4 (PGR); 6.76.19; 
7.135,1 ff. (PGR); 8.9.3; 12.28.18 ff.; 13.6.1 ff. 

22. Gompare 12.161 .45-46 where Yudhisthira affirms precisely the same view that he 
has categorically denied here. 
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aged, simply because the rewards [of human acts] are [in many cases] 
imperceptible." In other words, the mclmation to revile god and 
dharma arises from a false understanding of the true nature of both, 
for "whoever doubts dharma falls into bestiality . . . [and], failing to 
discover a proper standard of action elsewhere, resorts to using him- 
self as the rule, thereby falling into hell himself and bringing the 
world that much closer to bottomless darkness/' Yudhisthira coun- 
ters Draupadi's condemnation of God with essentially the same mes- 
sage as that delivered to Job by the voice in the whirlwind: Dharma 
always bears (appropriate) fruit . . . [and] is never fruitless. . . . The 
fruition of acts, good as well as bad, their appearance and disappear- 
ance, are the mysteries of the gods." Therefore, man has no recourse 
but to behave in strict conformity to dharma and to recognize that "it 
is by the grace of the Supreme God that a devoted mortal becomes 
immortal" (3.32.29-33). 

This juxtaposition of the views of Draupadi and Yudhisthira stands 
out as an illuminating moment in the epic treatment of karma and 
human destiny. Viewing each position in its starkest form, the one 
maintains that god alone is responsible for everything that happens in 
the world; the other, that either man alone or man in concert with 
god is responsible for the occurrence of events. This bi-polar model is 
often complicated all the more by introducing other factors, such as 
time, fate, prakrti. The fact that various spokesmen in the MBh. 
designate first one then another factor as the cause of events would 
seem to indicate that they did not feel that the total complexity of 
forces at work in the world could be accounted for by reference to a 
single principle or agent. There is a variety of causal elements: human 
action, divine influence, hereditary traits, extenuating circumstances, 
and even potent actions of extraordinary personages such as sages, 
seers, magicians, and soothsayers. An example of the negative effects 
of such powers appears in the story of Bhima's encounter with the 
gigantic serpent, which, as it turns out, is King Nahusa in a degraded 
form of existence (1.176—177). Bhisma inquires how he came to this 
terrible end, and Nahusa, in serpentine guise, replies that the misfor- 
tune resulted both from his own proud and belligerent behavior to- 
ward Brahmins and from the curse of Agastya. The salutary effects of 
the presence of gifted persons appear in another story: As Yudhisthira 
and his kinsmen are entering the forest, they are assured by a coterie 
of Brahmins that their (the Brahmins') presence in the forest would 
yield a beneficent effect upon the life of the Pandavas during their 



Copyrighted malarial 



48 



J. BRUCE LONG 



twelve-year exile, even though their exile is viewed as retribution for 
evil deeds in past time. 

Indeed, numerous other passages champion the idea that multiple 
combinations of factors operate in the production of events. For 
example, Bhisma declares that it is "because of acts and bondage to 
time (kala-yuktena) [that] the self revolves through repeated rounds 
of birth [and death]" (12.206.13). Not infrequently, divine action and 
time are seen as conspiring to create existing states of affairs (2.72.8- 
11; 14.17.7 ff.). Krsna reveals himself to Arjuna on Kuruksetra as the 
all-creating and all-destroying power of time (BG 10.33; cf. 11.32) 
and, viewed specie sub aetemitatis, the only actual actor within the 
entire universe. [Compare BG 9.8.] In the course of his instruction of 
Yudhisthira in the Anusasana-parvariy Bhisma asserts that a combi- 
nation of destiny (understood in this context to be the cumulative 
effects of previous acts) and individual effort (contemporaneous reso- 
lution and its concomitant action) directs each person's earthly career. 
Bhisma contends that without the assurance that all karma bears ap- 
propriate fruit, all action would come to be viewed as meaningless, 
and relying on destiny alone, men would become idlers (13.6.2). 
Dhrtarastra rejects this view of causation in his lamentation over the 
repeated defeat of Karna at the hands of Bhima: "I'm convinced that 
fate is sovereign. Resolute effort is fruitless, given Karna's failure to 
master Bhima despite a courageous struggle" (7.135.1, PGR). 

The latitude to appeal to a number of different doctrines (some of 
which are ostensibly incompatible) in defining the causative forces 
operative within the world is exemplified nowhere more clearly than 
in the Bhagavad Gita. In the course of instructing Arjuna concerning 
the nature and bases for moral action, Krsna invokes several different 
notions. On the one hand, he declares that "all actions are performed 
by the strands (gunas) alone. He is deluded by egoism that surmises, 
'I am the actor'" (3.27; compare 13.20-21; 18.40). Elsewhere, he 
urges Arjuna to recognize "that [ritual] action arises from Brahman 
and xhzx Brahman arises from the Imperishable f^z^Si^ra/' (ibid. 3.15). 
Again, Krsna asserts that he and he alone is the source, foundation, 
and cause of all events within the temporal order: "I am the source of 
everything: from me all things spring forth" (BG 10.8a; compare 9.8). 
Krsna provides experiential confirmation of this contention by reveal- 
ing his universal form (visvarupa) to Arjuna. On this occasion he 
presents himself as the living and ever-evolving divine embodiment of 
all the causative forces (and their effects) in the universe (10.21—31), 
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as the source and support of all polarized forces (10.4-5), and as the 
creator, maintainer, and destroyer of the entire cosmos (4.6; 7.10, 
12-15; 9.8-10; 10.33-34). Finally, he complicates the situation still 
further by representing human action as composed of five compo- 
nents: body (adhisthana), agent (kartr), instruments (karana), 
the various activities (cesta), and destiny or divinity itself (daiva) 
— all this without reference to any extra-human agency (18.13-15). 

Karma and Human Destiny according to Markandeya 

While textual scholars customarily interpret a particular text by focus- 
ing attention on the ideational contents or narrative structure of the 
material, the hermeneutical significance of a piece can also be de- 
ciphered by taking note of its placement within the narrative and of 
the events or circumstances which frame it on either side. For exam- 
ple, in the MBh. a great many inquiries concerning the nature and 
destiny of man are introduced at moments of extreme distress, when a 
certain unforeseen misfortune has disrupted normal life patterns. 
Such crises may be precipitated by a variety of untoward events — 
discouragement in the face of an onerous task, a costly defeat in 
battle, subjection to a terminal illness, or the failure to acquire some 
desired boon. The crisis-event in the MBh. which, more than any 
other, calls forth instruction on the cause or causes of human destiny 
is Yudhisthira's experience of debilitating grief over the misfortunes 
of the Pandavas and his personal guilt for precipitating their demise 
by witlessly pursuing the ill-fated dicing match long after all hopes 
for success had vanished. At the moment of Yudhisthira's greatest 
despair, a "comforter" in the form of a deity, a sage, or a wandering 
mendicant, appears to reassure him and his kinsmen that their present 
misfortunes are the natural consequence of previous acts (karmani) 
and, like everything else, will soon pass away. He counsels them to 
recognize that extended grieving over events resulting from one's own 
actions in past time is both a sign of ignorance and a wastage of vital 
energies which should be expended in more salutary ways. He assures 
them further that just as the current state of misfortune displaced 
happier states of an earlier time, even so these adversities will, in time, 
give place to more propitious conditions — all in strict conformity 
with the law of just recompense and retribution for past deeds. 

At the beginning of a rather lengthy discourse to Yudhisthira and 
his kinsmen on a wide range of ethico-religious topics (3.179-221; 
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PGR 182—231), the sage Markandeya presents an elaborate formula- 
tion of the twin doctrines of karma and samsara. As usual, Yudhis- 
thira initiates the session by raising a number of questions regarding 
the nature of human acts and of the causative force or forces that 
influence short- and long-range "ends" in human existence. Is it a 
fact, he inquires, that man is the agent of his deeds, for good or ill, 
and that each person reaps his own reward? Or, do both acts and their 
effects result from the acts of god? Is it true that the results of all 
human acts pursue the doer during this lifetime only, or into another 
birth as well? By what means is the embodied soul pursued by its 
deeds and how is it conjoined with them, here and hereafter? And 
where do the acts abide when a person is deceased (3.181.6-9)? 

Markandeya begins his discourse by delineating the history of 
mankind in terms of a twofold temporal schema. During the primal 
era, all souls were implanted in pure (suddha) bodies. Being free from 
physical weakness and moral ambiguity, all persons were observant of 
holy vows, truthful and godlike. Because everyone existed in a state 
devoid of any kind of impurity, they enjoyed the capacity to migrate 
between heaven and earth at will and to perceive the multitudes of 
gods and seers tangibly and without the aid of any extraordinary 
powers of perception. They lived for thousands of years and bore an 
equivalent number of male offspring. But, in the course of time, they 
were overwhelmed by the twin vices, lust and wrath (kdma, krodha), 
became enslaved to avarice and delusion, and as a consequence of 
their mental confusion and moral corruption, were "cooked by all 
sorts of transmigrations," and were reborn innumerable times as de- 
mons, animals, and human beings. Since the time of the "fall," man, 
in his original, god-created body, accumulates large quantities of 
good and evil deeds. At death, his soul abandons his deteriorating 
corpse and is instantly reborn in a womb, "without any time interven- 
ing."^^ His past acts come to fruition, "following him like a shadow," 
and he is reborn with a good- or ill-fortune. The ignorant ones, 
blinded by their deluded views of the world and their mindless desire 
to perpetuate their existence on their own terms, mistakenly believe 
that man's destiny is controlled by death (mrtyu). But the wise 
ones — those who have immersed themselves in sacred scripture, are 
resolute in their vows, are of pure birth, and are self-controlled — 

23. 3.181.23-24. 
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know rather that the destiny of each person is determined by the 
"imprints" (laksanaih) created by his good and bad acts. In view of 
the fact that a person's acts follow him throughout this life and into 
the next and determine the quality of his rebirth, Yudhisthira is urged 
to recognize that man, even in his "fallen" state, possesses the capac- 
ity to exercise a decisive influence over his fate by his own deeds in 
each present moment. 

But the question remains whether a person can expect to reap the 
full harvest of his deeds, good and evil, in this world or whether the 
moral outcome of certain deeds will be actualized only at the moment 
of death or in a realm beyond this one. The answer to this question is 
formulated in the form of a "calculus" based on the relative degree of 
self-restraint and self-indulgence that marks any given lifetime. Ac- 
cording to Markandeya, the law of karma requires that each person at 
the end of a life-span go to one or another of four different destinies: 
(1) persons of great wealth whose life has been filled with hedonistic 
self-indulgence obtain the treasures of this world but not those of the 
next; (2) those who study the Veda, practice austerities, adhere to 
Yoga, control their senses, and render aid to those who are in need 
earn the rewards of the other world but not this; (3) persons who live 
according to the dictates of dharma as householders, who take a wife, 
offer sacrificial oblations, and obtain wealth acquire the rewards of 
both this world and the next; (4) those ignorant and immoral persons 
who disdain true knowledge, give no gifts, fail to restrain their senses, 
and beget no offspring find happiness neither in this world nor in the 
next. Markandeya concludes his homily on human destinies by de- 
claring that "it is by performing magnanimous deeds, practicing 
penances, exercising self-control, sustaining the gods, the sages, and 
the Manes [with auspicious rites], that those of pure mind and moral 
character, by their own acts, achieve the highest heaven where the 
souls of the blessed dwell." 

It is the primary purpose of this lengthy colloquy to persuade 
Yudhisthira (and, by extension, all those who listen to or recite this 
discourse) that worldly events occur not randomly, fortuitously, or 
devoid of human meaning but in strict accord with the eternal princi- 
ple of universal order {dharma or karma). The realization that events 
are caused solely by human acts (or in concert with other aforemen- 
tioned factors, such as time, fate or divine providence) provides a 
person with the courage to make a firm and enduring commitment to 
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a life of action (karma-yoga ) and to behave in the manner commensu- 
rate with the injunctions of the sacred texts. By doing so, one may 
expect to have maximized his chance of coming to a good death and a 
good rebirth (or to a final suspension of rebirth). In addition, the 
assurance that the full range of effects produced by a particular act or 
cluster of acts does not come to fruition immediately or even during 
the current lifetime and that even those results that are actualized may 
be imperceptible to all but the most prescient sages and seers is meant 
to restore confidence that any given period of misfortune (of the 
Pandavas, in this instance) may be nothing but the prelude to a more 
propitious condition still to come. 



The Dialogue between Kasyapa and the 
Brahmin concerning Karma and Samsdra 

In that section of the Asvamedha-parvan commonly known as the 
Anugitd (14.16 ff.), Krsna relates the story of a dialogue between an 
unidentified Brahmin and another Brahmin, named Kasyapa, about a 
series of questions pertaining to the nature of human action and its 
effect or lack of effect on the process of birth and death. 

The Brahmin initiates the conversation by giving an account of his 
earlier life: his early years of fortune and felicity, his subsequent fall 
into alternating states of felicity and misery as the result of certain 
sinful deeds, and his transition through numerous painful births and 
deaths. This autobiographical sketch is meant to provide Kasyapa 
with an experiential basis for interpreting the more abstract teachings 
that are to follow. In quest of more information about the cause of his 
"fall" from feHcity and his subjection to repeated births and deaths, 
Kasyapa poses a number of queries: How does the body perish? How 
is another body constituted? How does one achieve emancipation 
after going through repeated rounds of rebirth? Once freed from the 
body, how does the jJva achieve another body? How does a person 
appropriate the fruits of his own good and evil deeds? Where do the 
acts reside when one is devoid of a body? It appears from the text that 
the Brahmin responds to no more than three of the inquiries (i.e., the 
death of the body, the acquisition of another body, and the 
mechanism of rebirth). We shall examine the sage's response to these 
questions in their natural order, beginning with the event of death and 
its aftermath and proceeding to the process of rebirth. 
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THE PROCESS OF CORPOREAL DISSOLUTION AT DEATH^"* 

Whenever a person is haunted by a sense of his own approaching 
death, his mind becomes overwhelmed with fear, doubts, and de- 
spair.^'' As a result, he is diverted from the course of thought and 
action which he knows to be proper and conducive to a felicitous 
existence. As the intensity of his anxiety grows, he develops poor 
eating habits, with the result that he eats on an irregular basis and 
partakes of improper types of food. In the course of time he develops 
an intestinal disorder that combines with the psychological infirmity 
to create a disruption of the balance among the three humors 
(tridosas).'^^ The disequilibrium among the humors in the body pro- 
vokes other severe psychosomatic infirmities and, ultimately, death, 
if the degenerative process is not reversed. 

According to a more detailed account of this process that follows 
immediately in the same text, the wind'^'' in the body becomes agi- 
tated in response to the combined disorders.-^** The wind disperses 
debilitating heat {i.e., jvara, or fever) throughout the organism. The 
free and natural movements of the vital breaths (pranas) are first 
restrained and then, just prior to the moment of death, halted 
completely. 

24. Compare the account of the death process recorded in BAU 4.3.35—4.4, from 
which the epic writer obviously derived his basic concepts. 

25. MBh. 14.17.6-39. 

26. E.g., tndosa = vayu, or wind, pitta, or bile, znd slesman or kapha, or phlegm. 
The reason that the excitation of vayu in the body creates intestinal disorders is that, 
according to Susruta {Nidanasthana 1.8), the intestines and the rectum are the abodes 

of vayu. 

27. See BAU 3.3.2. 

28. For a more technical treatment of the physio-cosmology of the wind, consult 
Caraka, Siitrasthana, 12, and Susruta, Nidanasthana, 1. Relevant passages of both 

texts are translated b\ J. Filliozat in The Classical Doctrine of Indian Medicine 

(Delhi, 1964), pp. 196'ff. 

29. According to Caraka (ibid., 12.8) "It [the wind] becomes the determining cause 
of the prolongation of life when it is not excited. But when, in truth, it is excited in 
the body, it inflicts on the body all sorts of derangements to the detrimental forces of 

color, of wcll-bcin^ and longevity. It puts in tumult the mind, attacks all the faculties, 
throws down the embryos, provokes malformation, makes it go on for too long a 
time, engenders fright, chagrin, bewilderment, sadness, loquacity, and blocks the 
breaths." Filliozat, ibid., p. 200. In the teachings of Yajnavalkya (BAU 3.2.11-13; 
4.3.37; 4.4.1 ff.), just prior to the moment of expiration the vital breaths (prana) 
congregate within the body by moving toward the motionless center of the person, 
or the atman; then all the sense organs are fused together into an indistinguishable 
mass, remaining within the body of a liberated person (mukta) but abandoning the 
body of a bound person, either through the eye, the head, or other apertures in the 
body. 
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Excited by another violent disorder, the wind inflicts upon the 
body an immobilizing chill and thereby dissolves the body into its 
five component elements.^® In order to escape confinement within 
the tortured frame, the wind residing within the prana and apana 
frantically rushes upward and abandons the body, leaving it desti- 
tute of warmth, breath, beauty, and consciousness.^^ The channels 
through which the person once apprehended sense objects collapse 
with the loss of the support of the life breaths, the internal wind, and 
the jiva. As a result, all perception ceases. 

Verses 24—28 of the same chapter provide additional information 
about the condition of the psychosomatic organism just prior to 
death. The jiva (here identified with the eternal Brahman) attracts to 
itself the basic elements {dhatus or dosas) and fuses them together to 
form the vital organs (marmani).^- Whenever those vital parts are 
pierced, the jiva, rising up, enters the heart and immediately represses 
the principle of cognition (sattva).^^ Though still retaining the 
rudimentary faculty of consciousness, the individual is not conscious 
of anything (i.e., he is in a comatose state). With the unification of 
the vital functions, the mind is overwhelmed with darkness (tamasa). 
Deprived of all its life-supports, the jiva is agitated by the wind. At 
this point, the person makes one long final exhalation, and the uncon- 
scious body experiences a final shudder. Deserted by the jiva (or 
Brahman), the person is recognized as dead. 

Even though it is now separated from the body, the jiva, nonethe- 
less, is surrounded on all sides by its deeds, "marked" (ahkita) by 
auspicious and inauspicious deeds. The jiva is said to be impercepti- 
ble in its present condition to all except those Brahmins who, en- 
dowed with spiritual knowledge and the resolutions of the scriptures, 

30. 14.17.20. 

31. The four breaths according to Susruta (ibid., 1.11 £f.) are (1) upward breath 

(prana), which sustains the body and the other breaths and draws nourishment into 
the body; (2) downward breath (apana), which governs the movements of excreta, 
urine, sperm, embryo, and menses; (3) concentrated breath (samana), which, in 
cooperation with fire, digests the nourishment and separates it into various sub- 
stances; and (4) diffused breath (vyana), which transports the life-essence, produces 
perspiration, causes blood to circulate, and diffuses ills throughout the body. Com- 
pare BAU 3.9.26; 4.2.4; md MBh. 3.203.15-27. 

32. See BAU 4.4.1-24. 

33. According to Susruta (ibid., 1.25), the wind that resides in the blood can create 
ulcers, that in the flesh can create painful nodes, and that in the fatty tissues can 

create ulcerous protuberances. 

34. See Susruta (ibid., 1.64) for a description of this state. 
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have the capacity to perceive the moral and spiritual quality of a 
person's deeds, by deciphering the "signs" that are left behind by 
those deeds in the post-mortem state. The soul of the deceased is said 
to experience pain of an identical nature at the time of both death and 
rebirth, caused, no doubt, by the rapid transition from one mode 
of being to another (i.e., from the "subtle body" to the "gross 
body").^^ This latter statement may refer, implicitly, to that post- 
mortem state of consciousness in which the jiva experiences rewards 
and punishments demanded by acts in the previous lifetime. However 
this may be, the assertion is made that until that time when the soul is 
freed completely from bondage to egotism and rebirth, each and 
every lifetime will be framed and suffused by suffering. 

Another significant feature of the anthropology that informs this 
passage is the absence of any reference to a preternatural being or 
principle, or to any non-material factor connected with the death- 
process. Mental anxiety arising from the anticipation of death appears 
to be the sole causal factor. This text appears to draw directly upon 
the writings of either Caraka or Susruta or both, where the concep- 
tion of man is delineated in the terms of philosophical materialism. 
Nevertheless, reference is made to the influences of divine forces 
upon the human situation elsewhere in the Anugita, and such refer- 
ences are juxtaposed, without being completely synthesized, with the 
concepts of materialistic physiology as a means of accommodating the 
central theistic bias of the Anugita and of the MBh. generally. 

THE MEANS OF ACQUIRING ANOTHER BODY IN THE WOMB^^ 

Owing to the continuing influence of the results of previous acts, 
the jiva "reaps a harvest of both happiness and sorrow" by entering 
another womb. The text indicates unambiguously that the mind 
(manas) serves as the abode of the karmaphala and compels the jiva 
to commit itself to additional acts in quest of lasting satisfaction in 
one form or another. At the moment of conception, the jiva, marked 
with all its acts and enslaved to passion and wrath, enters the womb 
by the following means: the sperm combines with the blood of the 
female and enters the womb to form the "field of good and bad 
actions." Because of the subtlety of its nature and its unmanifested 
condition, the jiva as eternal Brahman remains unattached to the 
mind-body organism which houses and supports it. On entering the 

35. 14.17.18b-19. 36. Asvamedhaparvan 18.1-13. 
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foetus and pervading it throughout, the life-force assumes the attri- 
bute of mind and by abiding within the realm of prana supports 
the body and quickens the limbs into animated activity. The jiva 
assumes whatever form is dictated by the person's previous acts. 
During each lifetime the jiva continues to cancel old "debts** and to 
create new ones until the embodied self (dehin) "achieves a true 
knowledge of the duties required by that contemplation which leads 
to liberation.**^"^ 

THE MECHANISM OF REBIRTH^® 

Given the fact that the jiva is compelled to encounter the effects of 
its previous deeds and to assume a "mode of being that is different 
from [i.e., contrary to] its true nature,**^^ the question arises as to 
why the various jivas came under the sway of corporeality in the first 
place. The Brahmin*s explanation of the "initial incarnation** of the 
jlvas is framed by a philosophical cosmology composed of ideas 
drawn from both Vedanta and Sahkhya — a procedure commonly fol- 
lowed in virtually every part of the MBh. According to this cosmol- 
ogy, the Grandfather of all the creatures (Brahma-Prajapati)*^ first 
created a body for himself and then fashioned the three worlds with 
both moving and still creatures. He then created pradhana^^ (the 
material cause of the universe). Pradhana pervades and constitutes 
everything in the cosmos and, therefore, is known by the sages to be 
the "chief** constituent of all phenomena. Every creature has a dualis- 
tic nature: the invisible, non-material, spiritual essence of the self is 
the imperishable; the visible, material, corporeal abode of the self is 
the perishable. Prajapati then created all the primal elements (or crea- 

37. Ibid., 18.12. 

38. Ibid., 18.24-34. 

39. That the embodied state of being (dehin) is thought to be an abnormal condition 
for the jiva is indicated by the standardized use of the term dosa (impurity, fault, 
pollutant) in referring to the basic humors in the body. 

40. Cf. Rg Veda 10.121; $atapatha Brdhmana 7.4.2.5. 

41. Compare 12.198.16. Pradhana means the "originator" or the "chief thing," and 

at 12.238.4, the "unmanifest" (azyakta). In the Moksadharma and the Anugita, 
pradhana is used synonymously with prakrti (12.298.10). According to E. H. 
Johnston (Early Sarhkhya [London, 1937], pp. 67-68), when it is employed as one of 
a set of sixteen vikaras, or "derivative modifications," the term is associated with 
svabhava, or "inherent nature," and, as such, indicates that the twenty-four princi- 
ples of the universe are derived from svabhava. Cf. G. Larson, Classical Sarhkhya 
(Delhi, 1969), p. 121. 
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tures = hhHtani) and all the immobile creatures, after which he or- 
dained a temporal boundary as well as transmigrations (parivrtti) 
and a returning (punaravrtti) for all mortals. 

This account of the cosmology and the establishment of the law 
governing birth and death differs markedly from the version pre- 
sented in the subsection "The Process of Corporeal Dissolution at 
Death" above. This is all the more remarkable given the fact that the 
two accounts are, supposedly, delivered by a single person. Whereas 
the first account makes no mention of a supernatural agent in connec- 
tion with the establishment of the cosmic-order, the second credits a 
personal or quasi-personal divine being with the fashioning of not 
only the material basis of existence (pradhana), the primal elements, 
and the creatures of every species, but of the law of transmigration as 
well. The latter section makes no mention whatever of the role of 
karma in the determination of human destiny. This passage supports a 
position midway between philosophical Vedanta and devotional 
Krsna-ism, by attributing all primary causative action to god while, at 
the same time, identifying that Creator as Brahma-Prajapati rather 
than Krsna. We might be justified m assuming that the idea of karma 
is the underlying assumption of every statement on human destiny in 
the MBh., but taking this text as it stands, the responsibility for the 
creation of the world-order and the actualization of human destiny 
lies with the divine being, with no contribution of any magnitude 
from man himself. 



The General Ideological Basis 
of the Conceptions of Karma and Samsara 

The Indian sages conceived of life, within both the micro- and macro- 
cosmic spheres, not as a steady state but as a process, a continual 
and protracted (if not interminable) flow of life-powers, a perpetual 
fluctuation of forces or a coursing of energies through channels that 
pervade the body of the universe and the bodies of all the creatures 
who inhabit it. That the world and the passage of the creatures from 
state to state is conceived to be a transmission of power from place to 
place through time is clearly articulated in the Sanskrit term for 
metempsychosis, or rebirth. The term samsara means literally the act 
of going about, wandering through, coursing along, or passing 
through a series of states or conditions, specifically the passage 
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through successive states of birth, death, and rebirth. fhe basal 
universal energy (tejaSy tapaSy sakti) is a kind of elan vital, which 
creates, supports, and (according to certain "schools of thought") 
constitutes substantively all living things. This energy is conceived to 
be something on the order of an electrical current or a bundle of 
forces fluctuating within an electromagnetic field (ksetra) with good 
and bad, meritorious and unmeritorious deeds acting as the positive 
and negative charges. On other occasions, the imagery employed in 
both mythological and philosophical materials suggests the transmis- 
sion of a fluid substance through channels or conduits running 
through the micro- and macrocosmic bodies: e.g., the nadibandhas 
or susumnas of Tantrism, the canal or trench (kulya), channel or 
water course (pranala) or canal (srota) of the narrative and medical 
literature.'*^ 

Alongside these naturalistic, abstract metaphors, there also appear 
images of a more organic and even personalistic nature. From the 
time of the Rg Veda, for example, the universe is conceived after the 
fashion of an animal (such as a goat, a cow, a horse, a bird) or as the 
cosmic manifestation of a primal Superman (purusa ), invested with all 
the physical and mental features of the primordial archetype. Accord- 
ing to the Purusasukta (RV 10.90), the cosmos was fashioned by the 
self-immolation of this primordial creature, with the various seg- 
ments of the natural and social orders constituted of corresponding 
parts of his body. In the eleventh chapter of the Bhagavad Gita, 
Krsna reveals to Arjuna his universal form as the phenomenal man- 
ifestation of the manifold universe; the realm of samsara is displayed 
as the parade of multitudinous creatures entering and leaving the 
thousand mouths of Vi^nu."*^ This same cosmogony is represented in 
a drastically modified form in the dialogue between the Brahmin and 
Kasyapa in the passage from the Anugha discussed earlier. Sup- 

42. The term samsara is derived from the Sanskrit root meaning "to flow together," 

"wander about," or "pass through." 

43. MBh. 14.17.23-24: "By those channels (srotobhair) through which he perceives 
sense objects, the bearer of the body no longer perceives them. It is the eternal jiva 
who creates in the body in those very channels the life-breaths that are generated by 
food." 

44. For an illuminating commentary on this hymn, consult R. Panikkar, The Vedic 
Experience (University of California Press, 1977), pp. 72 ff. 

45. It should also be noted in this connection that the twelfth-century South Indian 

Pancaratra theologian, §ri Ramanujacarya, employs the same "body language" in 
speaking of the universe as the psychophysiological abode of the eternal Godhead, 
Narayana-Visnu. 
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posedly, Prajapati was able to turn his creative powers to the task of 
making the creatures only after he had fashioned a body for himself. 
Although the text does not say so, it is quite likely that this body 
served not only as the residence of the creator and the instrument of 
his creative acts, but was the material stuff from which the universe 
was shaped. 

With this much material before us, we are in a position to draw a 
few tentative conclusions regarding the general ideational framework 
within which the Indian sages formulated their views of the nature 
and cause or causes of human destiny: (1) The universe was created or 
evolved by a cosmogonic power, conceived as either a personal divine 
being or an abstract generative principle. (2) The cosmos exists in the 
form of a gigantic living organism, invigorated, shaped, and sup- 
ported by a gargantuan store of life-energy circulating within both 
the micro- and macrocosmic realms along channels or ducts. (3) That 
primal person or principle fashioned the creatures by projecting small 
quantities of his (or its) own life-essence into their bodies and invest- 
ing them with his (or its) physical features and mental faculties. (4) 
According to the anthropomorphic view of the universe, these crea- 
tures either represent microcosmic replications of the universal or- 
ganism in the form of the primal person or collectively form the 
numerous parts of his universal body. (5) Finally, once this cosmic 
life-system with its multitudinous creatures was propelled into mo- 
tion, it has continued to gyrate in a cyclical pattern from death to 
rebirth, either under the creator's influence or by the action of fate, 
time, or human action, or by a combination of these factors. The 
universe will continue progressing in this fashion until that time when 
all forms of life return to perfect union with that primal entity from 
which they originally sprang into being. 

The MBh. addresses a number of provocative issues pertaining to 
the doctrines of karma and samsara and posits a wide diversity of 
answers to questions provoked by deep reflections on these ideas. At 
the same time, this vast reservoir of narrative tales and didactic mate- 
rials leaves many of the more intellectually troublesome areas un- 
explored. I have found no passage that attempts to account for the 
exact means by which each soul finds its way into the womb and 
thence into the family whose moral and social standing is commensu- 
rate with the "merital" status of the jiva. Nor is it stated how moral 
entities such as good and bad acts become attached to and are trans- 
ported by physical entities such as wind, fire, water, breath, sperm, 
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and blood. Again, it is not specified in the epic whether the effects of 
human acts are believed to be of a moral or a physiological nature, or 
both. The vocabulary adapted from the world of trade and commerce 
to refer to good deeds as merits or assets and evil deeds as demerits or 

liabilities, and to the accumulation of bad karma as the acquisition of 
a debt, as though deeds were so many items on a financial ledger, 
appears to stand at odds with the description of life, death, and 
rebirth as the result of the transmission of a quasi-physical substance 
on the "back of the wind" or in the blood stream. 

The silence of the Indian sages during the epic period concerning 
many aspects of problems relating to karma and samsara sets us to 
wondering why certain queries were raised but not answered and 
why others were not formulated at all until later times. Perhaps the 
sages bypassed such issues because of their own lack of the necessary 
philosophical concepts or because of their recognition that dis- 
cussions of a subtler and more abstract nature would exceed the 
limitations of their listeners' powers of comprehension. Yet another 
explanation might be that since the bulk of the materials in the MBh. 
concerning these two doctrines is contained in the Moksadharmapar- 
van where the spotlight is focused upon the nature of the path to 
enlightenment and liberation, some aspects of the doctrine of karma 
and rebirth were developed rather curiously to function as a 
springboard, so to speak, to the more elaborate articulation of the 
nature of the state of liberation and the most efficacious way or ways 
of achieving that sublime state. 

It would appear that the intellectual needs of the time were fulfilled 
by distinguishing between two primary Ufe-ethics: the religion of 
action (pravrtti), which entails the punctilious performance of sac- 
rifices and religious observances, and the religion of inaction or re- 
nunciation (nivrtti), which demands the rejection of responsibilities 
for worldly action and a single-minded quest for liberative knowledge 
of the eternal, changeless Brahman. Those who adhere to the first 
discipline are promised that after death they may expect to go to the 
realm of the gods and enjoy pleasures that are sweet but transitory, 
and then return to this world by means of a more auspicious mode of 
existence. Those who adhere to the latter discipline would expect to 
become endowed with intelligence, faith, and courage, with the ulti- 
mate result that "even those who have an inauspicious birth, such as 
women, Vaisyas, and Sudras, could reach the highest goal." 
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The beginning of the twelfth book of the Manusmrti is expHcitly 
devoted to "the ultimate retribution for (their = the four castes') 
deeds" (M 12.1) or "the decision concerning this whole connection 
with actions" (M 12,2).^ This topic is, again explicitly, concluded at 
12.82ab: "All the results, proceeding from actions, have been thus 
pointed out." Manu 12.82cd introduces a related but different topic: 
"those acts which secure supreme bliss to a Brahmana," which is 
concluded at 12.107ab: "Thus the acts which secure supreme bliss 
have been exactly and fully described." I shall take the first of these 
passages in "the most important Dharmasastra" as the basis for the 
following discussion, I shall supplement it with data from other pas- 
sages in Manu and compare these with similar passages from other 
texts, in order to reconstruct the theory of karma and rebirth as it 
appears in Dharmasastra literature. On the other hand, I shall exclude 
from this study all data from later commentaries. In addition to the 

1. Many citations in this article are from translations of Dharmasastras in The Sacred 
Books of the East. Even though these translations are often susceptible to improve- 
ment, they are, in general, reliable. Wherever I disagree with the existing transla- 
tions, I shall either state so or replace_ them with my own. The following volumes 
of SBE will be referred to: vol. 2, Apastamba, Gautama (Buhler); vol. 7, Visnu 
(Jolly); vol. 14, Vasistha, Baudhayana (Buhler); vol. 25 Manu (Buhler). These texts 
will be abbreviated as Ap, G, Vi, Va, B, and M, respectively, in addition to Y 
for Yajnavalkya. 
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fact that much of this literature, insofar as it relates to karma, remains 
unpublished, it is not possible at this point to present a balanced 
picture even of the printed commentaries in the field of dharma. 

Manu 12.1-82 exhibits a strange mixture of general considerations 
on karma and samsaray on the one hand, and different systems of 
reincarnation, on the other. One gets the impression that passages 
which originally belonged to a variety of sources — or were indepen- 
dent units — have been collected by the compiler of the Manusmrti 
and put together in succession, often without the slightest transition. 
This procedure, which is not unknown elsewhere in Manu — and in 
other Dharmasastras — should be a warning to us when we try to 
describe the theory of karma and rebirth as it emerges from Dharma- 
sastra literature. To be sure, there are a number of general underly- 
ing ideas and concepts. Yet these have been used to elaborate several 
very different systems, which are mutually independent but all 
equally within the range of dharma. I shall first describe the systems 
and then discuss some of the general ideas. 



First System 

As early as 12.3, Manu introduces a threefold origin of karma, cor- 
responding to Yajnavalkya 3.131: 

mind (manas) 
speech (vac) 

body (deha (M) = kaya (Y) ) 

"Action, which springs from the mind, from speech, and from the 
body." This threefold division of karma leads, both in Manu (12.5-9) 
and in Yajfiavalkya (3.134-136), to a first system of rebirth.^ Both 
texts give the same examples for the three types of karma: 

Mental action: 

coveting the property of others 

thinking in one's heart of what is undesirable 

adherence to false (doctrines) 

2. The five tables in this article provide the Sanskrit terminology on karma and 
rebirth in the Dharmasastras only. Translating many of the temtis would require 
extensive notes. (Editor's note: Though Professor Rocher is of course perfectly right 
in his statement that one cannot accurately translate the names of many of the animals 
and things mentioned in these lists, one can translate most of them and make a guess 
at some of the others. For the benefit of the non-Sanskrit-reading masses, I have 
rushed in where Professor Rocher disdained to tread; the translations will give at 
least a general idea of the structure of the lists.) 
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Verbal action: 
abusing (others)^ 
(speaking) untruth 

detracting from the merits of all men 
talking idly 

Bodily action: 

taking what has not been given 

injuring (creatures) without the sanction of the law 

holding criminal intercourse with another man's wife 

An important point in this system is that each of the three types of 
karma uniformly leads to a specific form of rebirth: 

(sinful) mental action a low caste 
(evil) verbal action — > a bird or a beast 
(wicked) bodily action — > something inanimate 

Even though the "actions" are further subdivided into nine (Y) or ten 
(M), the three types of rebirth are not. (See Tables 1 and 2.) 

Manu (12.10-11) concludes his description of the first system in an 
equally straightforward fashion: he who has full control over his 
mind, his speech, and his body is called a Tridandin; such an indi- 
vidual attains siddhij "complete success," which is normally inter- 
preted as synonymous with moksa. 



Second System 

Manu 12.24 introduces the three gnnas or inherent qualities of all 
matter: sattva, rajas, and tamas (goodness, passion, and darkness). 
After several stanzas dealing with aspects of the three g^^z^s which are 
less relevant for our purpose, stanza 12.39 introduces the transmigra- 
tions (samsarah) resulting from them. Before doing so, the text (M 
12.41) further subdivides each of the three gunas into three levels, 
which have been used on numerous occasions in the Dharmasastras: 
"low, middling, and high." The following nine stanzas (M 12.42—50) 
list, within each of the nine subtypes, a number of possible forms of 
rebirth, starting from the low subtype of tamas up to the high sub- 

3. This is the only significant difference between M and Y. M 12.6a has parusyam 
anrtam caiva as two separate items of the — explicitly — fourfold "verbal action." 
Y 3.135a, which does not say that this type of karma is fourfold, has puruso 'nrtavadi 
ca as one item in a threefold subdivision. 
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Table 1 



act (karma) 



types subtypes 



result (phalam) 



coveting the property of others 

mental thinking in one's heart of what is 
action undesirable 

adherence to false (doctrines) 



a low caste 



verbal 
action 



abusing (others) 



speaking (untruth) 



talking idly 



a bird or a beast 



detracting from the merits of all men 



bodily 
action 



taking what has not been given 

injuring (creatures) without the sanction 
of the law 

committing adultery with another 
man's wife 



something inanimate 



type of sattva. Even as in the first system, each of the principal 
categories leads to a specific type of rebirth: 

sattva the state of gods 
rajas the state of men 
tamas the condition of beasts 

Differently from the first system, each of the nine subtypes is associ- 
ated with a variety of possible rebirths, ranging from four to seven. 
(See Tables 3 and 4.) 

Here again, Yajnavalkya (3.137—139), immediately after its discus- 
sion of the first system, has a similar passage, but without the sub- 
division into nine subtypes. It connects directly the characteristics of 
sattva, rajas, and tamas — which are very similar to the ones men- 
tioned at Manu 12.31—33 — with rebirth as a god, a human, or an 
animal, respectively. Also, Yajnavalkya (3.140) seems to suggest that 
only those who are subject to rajas and tamas enter into samsara. 
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Table 2 



act (karma) 



types 



subtypes 



result (phalam) 



manasam 



paradravyesv abhidhyanam (M) 
paradravyany abhidhyayan (Y) 

manasa anistacintanam (M) 
anistani cintayan (Y) 

vitathabhinivesah (M) 
vitathabhinivesi (Y) 



yaty antyajatitam (M) 



jayate 'ntyasu yonisu (Y) 



vanmayam 



parusyam (M) 
[Y, see note 4] 



anrtam (M) 
puruso 'nrtavadl (Y) 



paisunyam (M) 
pisunah purusah (Y) 



yati paksimrgatam (M) 



mrgapaksisu jayate (Y) 



asambaddhapralapah (M) 
anibaddhapralapi (Y) 



sanram 



adattanam upadanam (M) 
adattadananiratah (Y) 

himsa avidhanatah (M) 
himsako 'vidhanena (Y) 

paradaropaseva (M) 
paradaropasevakah (Y) 



yati sthavaratam (M) 



sthavaresv abhijayate (Y) 



Third System 

The sequence Manu 12.52—58 again opens with two stanzas which 
might have served as an introduction to any treatment of karma and 
rebirth: 

In consequence of attachment to (the objects of) the senses, and in conse- 
quence of the non-performance of their duties, fools, the lowest of men, 
reach the vilest births. 

What wombs this individual soul enters in this world and in consequence 
of what actions — learn the particulars of that at length and in due order. 
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Table 3 




realm of goodness 


first 


second 


highest 


become gods 


Ascetics 


Sacrificers 


Brahmas 


Mendicants 


Seers 


All-creators 


Priests 


Gods 


Dharma 


Hosts in Heavenly 


Vedas 


The Great 


Chariots 


Lights 


The Unmanifest 


Constellations 


Years 




Demons 


Ancestors 






Rcali/ed ones 




realm of passion 


low 


middle 


high 


become men 


Prize-fighters 


Kings 


Celestial musicians 


Wrestlers 


Nobles 


Goblins 


Dancers 


Preceptors of kings 


Spirits of fertility 


Men who make their 


Those Best in Wars 


Followers of the Gods 


living with weapons 


of Words 


Celestial nymphs 


Those addicted to 






gambhng and 






drinking 






realm of darkness 


low 


middle 


high 


become beasts 


Immovable (beings) 


Elephants 


Actors 


Worms and Insects 


Horses 


Birds 


Fish 


Servants 


Men who Cheat 


Snakes 


Despised Foreigners 


Murderous Demons 


Tortoises 


Lions 


Flesh-eating demons 


Domestic Beasts 


Tigers 




Wild Beasts 


Boars 
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Table 4 



sattviki gatih 


prathama 


dvitJya 


Httama 


devatvam yanti 


tapasah 


yajvanah 


brahma 


yatayah 


rsayah 


visvasrjah 


viprah 


devah 


dharmah 


vaimanika ganah 


vedah 


mahan 


naksatrani 


jyotimsi 


avyaktah 


daityah 


vatsarah 






pitarah 






sadhyah 




rajasi gatih 


jaghanya 


madhyama 


Httama 


manusyatvam yanti 


jhallah 


rajanah 


gandharvah 


mallah 


ksatriyah 


guhyakah 


natah 


rajnam purohitah 


yaksah 


purusah 


vadayuddhapradhanah 


vibudhanucarah 


sastravrttayah 




apsarasah 


dyutapanaprasaktah 






tamasl gatih 


jaghanya 


madhyama 


Httama 


tiryaktvam yanti 


sthavarah 


hastinah 


caranah 


krmikltah 


turahgah 


suparnah 


matsyah 


sudrah 


purusa dambhikah 


sarpah 


mleccha garhitah 


raksamsi 


kacchapah 


simhah 


pisacah 


pasavah 


vyaghrah 




mrgah 


varahah 
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However, what follows refers exclusively to the rebirth of "those who 
committed mortal sins" (mahapataka)y which have been enumerated 
at Manu 11.55: 

killing a Brahmana 

drinking (the spirituous liquor called) Sura 
stealing (the gold of a Brahmana) 
adultery with a Guru's wife 

The rules for these four shall, logically, also apply to those "associat- 
ing with such (offenders)" (M 11.55), and to those guilty of offenses 
which are "equal to" each of the four mortal sins (M 11.56—59). 

Manu 12.54 (cf. Y 3.206) lays down the general rule: all those guilty 
of "mortal sins" will spend large numbers of years in dreadful hells 
and, at the end of that, enter into samsaras — hundreds (M 12.58), 
thousands (M 12.57). This rule is followed by four stanzas (M 
12.55-58; cf. Y 3.207-208), listing several forms of rebirth for each 
mortal sin. These include mainly animals, a few low types of human 
beings, and especially for "the violator of a Guru's bed," plants 
(Tables 5 and 6). 

The third system is different from the two previous ones in several 
respects. First, it deals with a very small and well-circumscribed 
number of activities. Second, for each of the four activities there is a 
list of possible rebirths in which humans, animals, and plants appear 
side by side indiscriminately. Third, a comparison between Manu and 
Yajnavalkya shows that, although the system as such was well estab- 
lished, the specific forms of rebirth were not: some forms of rebirth 
which both texts have in common are related to one "mortal sin" in 
Manu and to a different one in Yajnavalkya.'* 

Fourth System 

The next set of stanzas in Manu (12.61-69) becomes even more 
specific; it deals, in great detail, with the rebirths of all kinds of 
thieves. There are corresponding passages in Yajnavalkya (3.213— 
215), and, even more closely, in Visnu (44.14-43) (Tables 7 and 8). 

Again, the system is very different from the preceding ones. First, 
it confirms something we also know from other sources: classical 

4. Three of the "low types of human beings," candala, panlkasa, and vaina, also 
appear at Ap 2.1,2.5, but as rebirths for "theft and Brahmana murder" (? steno 
'bhisastah), by a Brahmana, a Ksatriya, and a Vaisya, respectively. 
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India's preoccupation with theft; of all wrongdoings theft is, in this 
kind of text, invariably given the most exhaustive treatment. As a 
result, more than thirty types of theft are enumerated, each of them 
related to one single type of rebirth. Except for the fact that Yajnaval- 
kya is less exhaustive than Manu and Visnu, the three texts display a 
far greater uniformity than Manu and Yajnavalkya did in the preced- 
ing system. Does this mean anything for the particular relation be- 
tween stealing object A and being reborn as animal B? There is no easy 
answer to this question. We might understand why a thief of grain 
will be reborn as a rat, or someone who steals meat, as a vulture. We 
may be able to appreciate, for very different reasons, why the thief of 
a cow (go) is reborn as an iguana (go-dha), or the thief of molasses 
(guda) as "a flying-fox" (vagguda). We can even imagine why a thief 
of drinking water is reborn as "a black- white cuckoo," for this bird is 
said to subsist on raindrops. But, in general, names of animals in 
Sanskrit are often uncertain, and so is their relation to the objects 
stolen. 

Of the two concluding stanzas in this sequence (M 12.68-69, Vi 
44.44-45), the first seems to summarize the whole section by stating 
that whoever steals something from someone else becomes an ani- 
mal.^ The second is interesting in that it specifically refers to the 
rebirth of women: women who are guilty of theft are reborn as the 
females of the animals listed in the preceding stanzas. 

Fifth System 

Finally, one sequence (M 12.70-72) approaches rebirth from the 
point of the specific duties of the iour varnas. In general, members of 
any varna who fall short of their specific duties, except in cases of 
emergency, "migrate into despicable bodies" and "will become the 
servants of the Dasyus." Next, more specific rules are laid down for 
the four varnas separately: 

Brahmana Ulkamukha Preta "who feeds on what has been vomited" 
Ksatriya Katapiitana (Preta) "who eats impure substances and corpses" 
Vaisya Maitraksajyotika Preta "who feeds on pus" 
Siidra Cailasaka (Preta) "who feeds on moths" or "body-lice" 

5. In reality, the stanza only partly refers to the subject of theft. It lists, together 
with the thief, "or [one] who has eaten sacrificial food (of) which (no portion) had 
been offered," which means that it had a different origin in a sacrificial context and 
was only secondarily inserted at this place. 
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Table 5 


Mortal sinners 


Rebirth 




Mann 


Yajnavalkya 


Brahmin-killer 


Dog 
Pig 

Donkey 

Camel 

Cow 

Goat 

Sheep 

Deer 

Bird 

Untouchable 
Mixed-birth Tribal 


Deer 

Dog 

Pig 

Camel 


Wine-drinker 


Worm 
Insect 
Moth 

Birds that eat 
excrement 
Vicious creatures 


Donkey 

Mixed-birth tribal 
Musician/Magician 


Thief 


Spiders 
Snakes 
Lizards 

Aquatic animals 
Vicious flesh-eating 
Demons 


Worm 
Insect 
Moth 


Defiler of the 
Guru's bed (wife) 


grass 

shrub 

creeper 

carnivores 

beasts with fangs 

those doing cruel deeds 


grass 

shrub 

creeper 
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Table 6 


Mortjl -unwrf 




Rebirth 




Manu 


Yajnavalkya 


brahmaha 


sva 

sukarah 

kharah 

ustrah 

gaun 

ajah 

avih 

mrgah 

paksi 

candalah 

pukkasah 


mrgah 
sva 

sukarah 
ustrah 

• • • 


surapah 


krmih 

kkah 

patahgah 

vihbhujah paksinah 
himsrah sattvah ' 


kharah 
pulkasah 

venah 


stenah 


luta 
ahih 
saratah 

tiryanco 'mbucarinah 
himsrah oisacah 


krmih 

kitah 

patahgah 


gurutalpagah 


trnam 

gulmah 

lata 

kravvadah 

darnstrinah 

krurakarmakrtah 


trnam 

gulmah 
lata 



The criterion for rebirth in this fifth system is the lack of perfor- 
mance, by any member of a varnuy of the specific duties assigned to 
that varna. The same criterion is also applied in other texts, but in 
very different ways. Apastamba (2.5.11.10-11) lays down the general 
rule that members of any varndy "if they have fulfilled their duties," 
move up one varna in each future existence; on the contrary, "if they 
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neglect their duties," they are each time reborn in the next lower 
varna. It is worth noticing that these two sutras have no connection 
whatever with the context in which they occur. They obviously rep- 
resent nothing more than floating aphorisms of a very general nature, 
which fail to inform us, for instance, what happens upward after the 
Brahmana or downward after the Siidra. 



Miscellaneous Rules 

In addition to the five systems described so far, Manu — and other 
dharma texts — exhibit a number of isolated rules on karma and re- 
birth. Some of these rules are inserted in the sections on karma and 
rebirth generally; others appear in very different contexts. 

For instance, in between Manu's third and fourth systems there are 
two stanzas (M 12.59—60) which not only have nothing in common 
with the surrounding systems, but also have no connection whatever 
with each other. The first stanza enumerates four activities and four 
resulting forms of rebirth: 

men who delight in doing hurt carnivorous (animals) 
those who eat forbidden food — >• worms 
thieves — > creatures consuming their own kind 

those who have intercourse with women of the lowest castes — > Pretas 

The second stanza (cf. Y 3.212) is structured differently, listing three 
activities leading to the same result: 

he who is associated with ^ 

outcastes 
he who has approached the 

wives of other men 
he who has stolen the property 

of a Brahmana 



Brahmaraksasas 



In the eleventh book Manu inserts, without any introduction, the 
following three stanzas on rebirth (M 11.24-26; cf. Y 1.127, Vi 59.11): 

A Brahmana who begs from 

a Sudra for a ^ a Candala 

sacrifice 

A Brahmana who, having 

begged any property for a hundred years a 

for a sacrifice, does (vulture of the kind called) 

not use the whole Bhasa, or a crow 

(for that purpose) 
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That sinful man, who, 
through covetousness, 

seizes the property of — > feeds ... on the 
the gods, or the property leavings of vultures 

of Brahmanas 

In the passage in Manu that deals with the duties of women, three 
stanzas (M 5.164-166) refer to their rebirth; the first two appear, 
identically but in reversed order, in the "legal** section on the duties 
of husband and wife (M 9.29-30). One stanza (M 5.164 = 9.30; cf. Va 
21.14) is devoted to the fate of the unfaithful wife: she is "disgraced in 
this world, (after death) she enters the womb of a jackal, and is 
tormented by diseases, (the punishment for) her sins.** Two stanzas 
(M 5.165 = 9.29, and 5.166) deal with the faithful wife "who controls 
her thoughts, speech, and body**— a formula reminiscent of the first 
system. Such a wife, besides gaining renown in this world, obtains 
"in the next (world) a place near her husband.** This sequence, which 
forms a mini-system of its own, clearly illustrates the nature of 
Dharmasastra rules on rebirth — and on many other subjects. The 
stress in this case is definitely on the need for wives to be faithful to 
their husbands. Hence the opposition: 

unfaithful wife jackal 

faithful wife the world of (her) husband 

The question whether the husband himself has lived the best of lives, 
and, therefore, whether he himself will move on to the best of 
worlds, is totally irrelevant. A similar stanza in Yajfiavalkya (1.87) 
indicates the true meaning of Manu's "world of the husband**; it 
holds out, for the faithful wife, "the best possible destination.**^ 
Other isolated rules may very well have been part of similar mini- 
systems. 

Theoretical Considerations 

One cannot help being struck by the fact that, in the Dharmasastras, 
the construction and description of various systems outweigh by far 
the attention given to theoretical considerations and analyzing the 
technique of karma and rebirth. 

6. Va 21.11 threatens with non-access to the patiloka "that woman of the Brahmana 
caste who drinks spirituous liquor"; she will, instead, be "bom again as a leech or a 

pearl-oyster." 
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The basic statement appears at the outset of Manu*s twelfth book 
(M 12.3): subhasubhaphalam karma. Biihler's translation: "Action 
. . . produces good or bad results," is misleading; the real meaning 
of the Sanskrit text is that actions produce "more or less" favorable 
results, that is, the entire gamut from very favorable to very unfavor- 
able. Yet, the principal fact is that "action produces results." 

There is no doubt that, for the typical Dharmasastra, the results of 
"sinful acts" are varied and complex. Manu (12.74—80)'^ lists them in 
the following order: 

pain here (below) in various births 

(the torture of) being tossed about in dreadful hells, Tamisra and the rest 
(that of) the forest with sword-leaved trees and the like 
(that of) being bound and mangled 
various torments 

the (pain of) being devoured by ravens and owls 

the heat of scorching sand 

the (torture of) being boiled in jars, which is hard to bear 

births in the wombs (of) despicable (beings) which cause constant misery 

afflictions from cold and heat 

terrors of various kinds 

the (pain of) repeatedly lying in various wombs 

agoni/lng births 

imprisonment in fetters hard to bear 
the misery of being enslaved by others 
separations from their relatives and dear ones 
the (pain of) dwelling together with the wicked 
(labor in) gaining wealth and its loss 

(trouble in) making friends and (the appearance of) enemies 

old age against which there is no remedy 

the pangs of diseases 

afflictions of many various kinds 

and (finally) unconquerable death 

Although rebirth, therefore, has to be viewed within a much larger 
framework, there is no doubt that, for the compilers of the Dharma- 
sastras, it ranked as the first and most important result of action. 
After the long enumeration of possible consequences of "sinful acts," 
Manu's conclusion (M 12.81; cf. Y 3.131-132) refers to rebirth and 
rebirth only: 

But with whatever disposition of mind (a man) performs any act, he reaps its 
result in a (future) body endowed with the same quality. 



7. For a similar enumeration, see M 6.61-64. 
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Manu (12.3) also immediately introduces another concept: karmaja 
gatayo nrnam, which means that a man's actions determine his 
gati — in the plural. Biihler translates: "the (various) conditions." But 
it is clear from several contexts in which the term occurs that gati has 
to be taken far more literally: "going, going away." Yajnavalkya 
3,131, which also corresponds with Manu 12.3 in other respects, 
makes this even more explicit by using the verbal iorm prayati "goes 
forth." 

The texts give only the most elementary indications on what 
exactly "goes forth." Manu 12.3 merely refers to "men," and so does 
Manu 6.61. Elsewhere the subject of "going" is "the inner self" (an- 
taratman) (M 6.73) or "the individual soul" (jiva) (M 12.23, Y 3.131). 

Apastamba (2.1.2.2) and Gautama (11.29-30) exhibit an interesting 
parallel passage on the nature of gati, even though they do not use the 
term. When a man who has duly fulfilled his own dharma dies, 
according to Apastamba, he enjoys "supreme, unlimited happiness"; 
according to Gautama, "he experiences the results of his actions." 
Afterwards — both texts explicitly say tatah — "on his return" (Ap: 
parivrttau), he takes birth again under the best of circumstances — 
good family, beauty, wisdom, and so forth. Those who have not 
fulfilled their own dharma undergo a similar fate, but in the opposite 
direction. 

Apastamba compares the individual's movement from this world to 
a world of supreme happiness — or unhappiness — and back to this 
world, to a wheel (cakravat; parivrtti also involves the idea of roll- 
ing). Although Apastamba does not use the word samsara, his text 
reminds us of Manu 12.124: the supreme being makes all created 
beings "revolve like the wheels (of a chariot)" (samsarayati 
cakravat). 

Important in both texts is the statement that rebirth occurs, after 
the intermediate period in which "he enjoys happiness" — or its 
opposite — or in which "he experiences the results of his actions," 
sesena (G) or karmaphalasesena (Ap). Biihler translates: "by virtue of 
a remnant of their (merit)" (G), and "by virtue of a remainder of 
merit" (Ap). These translations are acceptable only with the proviso 
that "remnant" and "remainder" not be understood to mean mere 
unimportant and incidental additions to that which they are the "rem- 
nant" or "remainder" of. The term sesa in Sanskrit always indicates 
an important and necessary complement to something which, with- 
out it, would remain incomplete and imperfect. Hence rebirth takes 
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place "by way of a necessary supplement to the result of actions," or 
"in order to bring the result of actions to completion.** 

The passages from Apastamba and Gautama are exceptional in that 
they actually describe the results of "good action," and, sub- 
sequently, conclude with a brief note: "from this you can also gather 
what happens to bad action.'* In most cases attention is paid 
primarily — often uniquely — to a person's gati as a result of "bad 
action** (karmadosa). This is obvious not only from most types of 
rebirth within the various systems described earlier, but also from the 
fact that the texts deal far more elaborately with the intervening 
"world of unhappiness** than they do with the "world of supreme 
happiness.'* Hells and suffering in hell are very prominent in 
Dharmasastra literature. Besides numerous shorter references in 
other texts, the most detailed treatment is exhibited by Visnu. This 
text devotes an entire chapter (43) to the enumeration of twenty- 
one hells, to the periods of time to be spent there — one kalpa, one 
manvantara, one caturyuga, one thousand years, "a great many 
years" — and, finally, to a most graphic description of terrible pains 
and suffering. 

The most reveaHng theoretical statement on the technique of 
transmigration is probably contained in Manu 12.12—23. Unfortu- 
nately, the text as we have it is susceptible to very different interpre- 
tations; the various explanations by the Sanskrit commentators are 
reflected in Biihler's unusually lengthy notes. The text clearly de- 
scribes atman or hhuiatman as the author of actions; the instigator of 
atman is called ksetrajna.^ It also introduces, separately, jiva 
"through which (the ksetrajna) becomes sensible of all pleasure and 
pain in (successive) births"; as was indicated earlier, this passage is 
one of those that attributes gati — in the plural — to jiva. Another 
concept which is clearly expressed is that, after death, another 
"strong body" is produced, "formed of particles (of the) five (ele- 
ments)"; it is this body that is "destined to suffer the torments (in 
hell),** after which it is again dissolved into its elements. Any further 
interpretation at this point is likely to do injustice to the text. 

We have seen earlier that, as a rule, action produces a result. In 
most cases this result is — upward or downward — samsara or sam- 

8. Bhutatma = yah karoti karmani; ksetrajnah = yo 'syatmanah karayita. Compare 
M 12.1 19cd: atma hi janayaty esam karmayogam saririnam "for the Self produces the 
connection of these embodied (spirits) with actions." 



Copyrighted material 



KARMA AND REBIRTH IN THE DHARMASASTRAS 



8i 



saras, for, like gati, this term is often used in the plural. There are, 
however, exceptions, such as the Tridandin, who has been referred to 
in the context of the first system. The distinction is made at a more 
general level at Manu 6.74, in connection with the ascetic: 

He who possesses true insight (into the nature of the world), is not fettered 
by his deeds; but he who is destitute of that insight, is drawn into the circle 
of births and deaths. 

In other words, the distinction is between "being tied down by ac- 
tions" and its opposite, which is not mentioned here, "being set free 
by actions." 

The criterion for reaching the latter state is true insight. Thus, the 
ascetic is able (M 6.73), "by the practice of meditation," "to gain true 
insight"^ in the gati of the Inner Self (antaratman ). 

The text adds (M 6.75) that ascetics can reach that level even during 
their lifetime: 

By not injuring any creatures, by detaching the senses (from objects of 
enjoyment), by the rites prescribed in the Veda, and by rigorously practising 
austerities, (men) gain that state (even) in this (world). 

But, conversely, the state of being "released while still alive" 
(jlvanmukta — the text uses the term mukta) can again be lost (M 
6.58): 

Let him disdain all (food) obtained in consequence of humble salutations, 
(for) even an ascetic who has attained final liberation, is bound (with the 
fetters of the samsara) by accepting (food given) in consequence of humble 
salutations. 

The idea expressed at Manu 6.73—74 returns in the second section 
of the twelfth book (M 12.82-107), which, for Brahmanas only, 
examines "those acts which secure supreme bliss." The list of these 
activities (M 12.83; cf. Y 3.190) comes very close to that of the sixth 
book: 

Studying the Veda, (practising) austerities, (the acquisition of true) knowl- 
edge, the subjugation of the organs, abstention from doing injury, and serv- 
ing the Guru are the best means for attaining supreme bliss. 

Two of these are then singled out as superior to the others and, in 
fact, encompassing them all: "knowledge of the soul" and "(the per- 

9. There is no doubt a connection between sam-pasyet at M 6.73, and samyag- 
darsana°zi M 6.74; the preverb sam° is often interpreted as synonymous with the 
adverb samyak. 
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formance of) the acts taught in the Veda." The remainder of the 
section is primarily devoted to praising the Veda. Yet there are a few 
elements in it that touch on the subject of rebirth. The text (M 
12.88-90) distinguishes two types of acts taught in the Veda: 

1. pravrttam karma, "acts which secure (the fulfillment of) wishes 

in this world or in the next," and 

2. nivrttam karma, "acts performed without any desire (for a re- 
ward), preceded by (the acquisition) of (true) knowledge.'* 

The difference is that he who performs pravrttam karma "becomes 
equal to the gods," whereas he who performs nivrttam karma "passes 
beyond (the reach of) the five elements." Although the term is not 
used here, the tradition unanimously equates this state with moksa. 

Irrespective of whether a person is "tied down" in sarnsdra or "set 
free" from it, in all cases discussed so far his fate is the result of his 
actions. I shall conclude this article by discussing a few situations in 
which the correlation "action result" seems either to have been 
denied, or to have become the object of some theoretical discussion. 

In the first place, certain activities have explicitly been labeled 
"without result." Thus, whereas the fifth system above lays down 
specific results for members of a varna who deviate from the duties of 
their varna, a short sequence in Manu (11.28—30) deals in a very 
different way with the fate of those who live, in normal times, ac- 
cording to the duties that shall apply to their varna in times of dis- 
tress only. 

But a twice-born, who, without being in distress, performs his duties 
according to the law for times of distress, obtains no reward for them in the 
next world; that is the opinion (of the sages). 

By the Visve-devas, by the Sadhyas, and by the great sages (of the) 
Brahmana (caste), who were afraid of perishing in times of distress, a substi- 
tute was made for the (principal) rule. 

That evil-minded man, who, being able (to fulfill) the original law, lives 
according to the secondary rule, reaps no reward for that after death. 

Similarly, whereas the performance of the two types of Vedic action 
(vaidikam karma) produces the most excellent results, performance 
of what might be called non- Vedic action (avaidikam karma — a term 
not used in the text) produces, according to Manu 12.95, no result 
at all. 

All those traditions and all those despicable systems of philosophy, which 
are not based on the Veda, produce no reward after death; for they are 
declared to be founded on Darkness. 
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Biihler's "reward" (M 11.28,30) translates Sanskrit phalam, and 
"produce no reward" (M 12.95) renders Smskrit nisphaldh. It is only 
normal that living by the wrong set of duties, or according to non- 
Vedic prescriptions, should not produce a "reward." What is more 
surprising is that the text actually denies such acts a "result." 

In the second place, it is possible for individuals — exceptional 
individuals! — to counteract and eliminate, during their lifetime, the 
results of actions. One who knows the Veda is such a person. Accord- 
ing to a simile used by Manu (12.101), he "burns down" the evil 
results of action. 

As a fire that has gained strength consumes even trees full of sap, even so 
he who knows the Veda burns out the taint of his soul which arises from 
(evil) acts. 

It comes as no surprise that such an idea was widespread in Dharma- 
sastra circles. Vasistha (27.2) has an identical stanza, except that he 
replaces "he who knows the Veda" (vedajnah) by "the fire of the 
Veda" (vedagnih). And "the fire of the Veda," or "the fire of knowl- 
edge" (M 11.247: jnanagnina) also occurs elsewhere as the destroyer 
of the results of one's — sinful — actions. 

The idea of "burning down" the results of actions during one*s 
lifetime leads me to a final problem, which appears to have been of 
concern to the compilers of Dharmasastras: the relation between 
karma and rebirth on the one hand, and the performance of pen- 
ances or expiations (prayascitta) on the other. The problem is raised 
in a passage which appears quasi-identically in three dharmasutras: 
Gautama (19.2-6), Vasistha (22.1—5), and Baudhayana (3.10.2-5). 
This is Gautama's text: 

Now indeed, man (in) this (world) is polluted by a vile action, such as 
sacrificing for men unworthy to offer a sacrifice, eating forbidden food, 
speaking what ought not to be spoken, neglecting what is prescribed, prac- 
tising what is forbidden. 

They are in doubt if he shall perform a penance for such (a deed) or if he 
shall not do it. (Some) declare that he shall not do it, because the deed does 
not perish. 

The most excellent (opinion is), that he shall perform (a penance). 

In other words, the question was disputed whether expiation was at 
all a worthwhile enterprise, for, according to one opinion, "action 
does not pass, waste away, perish," understood: in this lifetime. 

To be sure, the protagonists of penance prevailed: there are numer- 
ous texts stating that the sin incurred by such or such action is cleared 
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by such or such penance. But the ambivalence remained, as in Yajna- 

valkya (3.133): 

Some actions ripen (vipaka) after death, others ripen in this world, others 
again either here or there; the deciding factor is the disposition (bhava). 

Hence conflicting texts and, within the same texts, differing views, on 
whether to limit penance to sins committed unintentionally. For in- 
stance, according to Manu (11.45): 

(All) sages prescribe a penance for a sin unintentionally committed; some 
declare, on the evidence of the revealed texts, (that it may be performed) 
even for an intentional (offence). 

More important for our present purpose is another type of uncer- 
tainty in the texts, namely with regard to a long list of physical 
deficiencies which are believed to be the results of wrongdoings. 
Manu (11.48) states the problem as follows: 

Some wicked men suffer a change of their (natural) appearance in conse- 
quence of crimes committed in this life, and some in consequence of those 
committed in a former (existence). 

The whole passage is obviously meant to exhort people to undergo 
the required penances immediately. Compare Manu's concluding 
Stanzas (M 11.53-54): 

Thus in consequence of a remnant^** of (the guilt of former) crimes, are 
born idiots, dumb, blind, deaf, and deformed men, who are (all) despised by 
the virtuous. 

Penances, therefore, must always be performed for the sake of purifica- 
tion, because those whose sins have not been expiated, are born (again) with 
disgraceful marks. 

The intervening four stanzas (M 11.49-52) exhibit sixteen specific 
cases of physical consequences of wrongdoings — according to the 
introductory stanza: in this life or in the preceding one. It is worth 
noticing that the first four offenses (M 11.49) are the four "mortal 
sins" (mahapataka) the rebirths for which are dealt with in Manu's 
twelfth book — and the third system above — and which will only be 
introduced at Manu 11.55, after the sequence we are now dealing 
with. The corresponding stanza in Yajnavalkya (3.209), on the other 
hand, is an integral part of its sequence (Y 3.206-208) on the rebirths 

10. Biihler opts for the reading "avasesena, rather than °visesena. Either one is a 
variant, metri causa, for °sesena. 
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of "mortal sinners." Vasistha (20.43-44) definitely relates the ill- 
nesses to "mortal sins" committed in a previous existence: 

Now they quote also (the following verses): "Hear, (how) the bodies of 
those who having committed various crimes died a long time ago, and were 
(afterwards) born again, are (marked)"; "A thief will have deformed nails, 
the murderer of a Brahmana will be afflicted with white leprosy, but he who 
has drunk spirituous liquor will have black teeth, and the violator of his 
Guru's bed will suffer from skin diseases." 

Visnu (45.1) also leaves no doubt that the physical defects for "mortal 
sinners" — and many others — obtain in future existences only. This 
text even establishes a time sequence for passage through hells, re- 
births in animal form described in its chapter 44 — see the fourth 
system above — and subsequent rebirths in human form: 

Now after having undergone the torments inflicted in the hells, and having 
passed through the animal bodies, the sinners are born as human beings with 
(the following) marks (indicating their crime). 

But even then the chapter concludes with two stanzas (Vi 45.32-33) 
very similar to Manu 11.52—53, exhorting people that "penances must 
be performed by all means.*' 

The detailed list of offenses and resulting illnesses (M 11.49-52, Y 
3.209-211, Vi 45.2-31; see Tables 9 and 10) contains at least a kernel 
that must have been widely accepted by the Hindu tradition. In many 
ways it is similar to the lists of rebirths in animal form in Table 7. For 
an unknown reason this type of "results of actions" was closely 
associated with exhortations to perform penances, so much so that at 
least one Dharmasastra, Manu, transferred it to its chapter on expia- 
tion. But everything seems to indicate that, in reality, we are dealing 
with yet another "system" of karma and rebirth. 
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Caraka Samhita on the 
Doctrine of Karma 



MITCHELL G. WEISS 



The study of karma in the traditional Indian medical system, Ayur- 
veda, shows how conflict between fatalistic aspects of an indige- 
nous traditional concept must be reconciled with a practical system 
which necessarily assumes that the course of many human ills is not 
predetermined. Consequently, Caraka Samhita (Car.) must cope 
with those aspects of the karma doctrine conflicting with preeminent 
claims of medical efficacy. Car. deals with karma in the context of 
two issues: as it relates to embryology and as it relates to the etiology 
of various diseases. To some extent each assumes a need for medical 
interventions, and the flavor of the karma doctrine advanced in Car. 
reflects that situation accordingly. Where interventions are not re- 
quired, as in the explanation of the coming together of semen, blood, 
and the other components at the moment of conception, substantial 
alterations of the traditional concepts are not required. Here they are 
adequate, even useful, and Car. refers to them. Where mterventions 
are suggested, including procedures to bring about the birth of a 
healthy male child or to restore a sick patient to health, these tradi- 
tional ideas about karma lead to contradictions, and the adjustments 
made by Car. will be discussed. 

As in the Puranas and elsewhere, karma and fate (daiva) are 
equated and used interchangeably. These are contrasted with actions 
in the present life (purusakara). 

90 
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Fate is to be regarded as self-inflicted, 

an action (karman) of a prior incarnation; 

There is also a person's action 
that he does here.^ 

Precedence by one or the other depends upon their relative strength. 

Actions are either powerful, lacking power, 
or both; 

Thus, three types of karma are observed: 
base, moderate, or superior.^ 

Weak fate is impeded 

by individual action, 
On the other hand, one's action 

is impeded by preeminent fate.^ 

Karma is defined as an action requiring some effort,"^ and both 
karma and quality (guna) are inherently related to substance (dra- 
vya)y in which they abide. ^ Karma is required for all associations and 
separations, and causaHty stands as a fundamental precept. Cau- 
sality serves as a rationale for the karma doctrine^ and explains 
seemingly unexplainable situations. The principle of causality also 
implicitly establishes the validity of the empirical context on which 
the clinical practice of medicine is based. 

1. C<^r.3.3.30; see also CarA.lAA. Caraka Samhita of Agnivc'sa with the 
Ayurveda-Dipika Commentary of Cakrapanidatta, ed. by Gahgasahaya Pandeya in 2 
vols., Kashi Sanskrit Series, no. 194 (Varanasi: Chowkhamba, 1969). The Caraka 
Samhita, 6 vols., Sanskrit text with introduction and translations into Hindi, 
Gujarat!, and English by Shree Gulabkunverba, Ayurvedic Society (Jamnagar: 
Gulabkunverba, 1949). 

2. Car. 3.3.31. 

3. Car. 3.3.33V2-4. 

4. Car. 1.1.49-56. 

5. This emphasis on action, either in a past or the present life, and the rigid insistence 
that everything must proceed from a cause (q.v. Car. 2.8.41, 4.3.24) is consistent 
with the Nyaya-Vaisesika metaphysics adopted by Car. at the outset. Concepts from 
all of the orthodox Indian philosophical systems, however, are represented in Car. at 
some point and in varying degrees of fidelity with the sources of their own traditions. 
Dasgupta feels that the arguments on logic in Car. predate and foreshadow for- 
malized Nyaya (Dasgupta: 373—392). The term karman is dealt with first in an 
elaboration of cause (karana) in the Nyaya-Vaisesika context. See Surendranath 
Dasgupta, "Speculations in the Medical Schools," ch. 13, vol. 2, pp. 273—436 in 
History of Indian Philosophy, in 5 vols. (Cambridge University Press, 1932); see also 
I: 213-217. 

6. Cf. Karma-mdhatmya-kathanam in which "karma is the cause of everything" 
{Padma Purdna 2.94), cited by Wendy O'Flaherty in this volume. 
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The essential conflict between the deterministic implications of the 
karma doctrine and the need to act, though especially salient in the 
medical context, has also been addressed elsewhere. Despite the im- 
plications of fatalism of karma in the Puranas, Dharmasastras, 
philosophical texts, and story literature, numerous means by which it 
may be circumvented are included, and they are often central. Wendy 
O' Flaherty refers to a didactic aspect of the Puranas which preaches, 
"If you decide 'What is to be, will be,' then the medical books are in 
vain, and all the sacred recitations and all effort is in vain.""^ And 
"Lazy men and those who depend upon fate never obtain their 
goals."^ This view, that since fate cannot be fathomed all effort is 
invested in human activity, is tacitly incorporated as a basic premise 
in Car. The relationship between the passive aspect of karma (i.e., 
daiva) and the active, the deed one performs, is not explicit, although 
there is a sense that the latter can prevail. The use of karman in the 
active sense as a remedy is routine in the medical texts. Reference to 
the passive sense usually specifies the result, fruit, or time of matura- 
tion of karma, employing the genitive inflection of karman.^ 

The means of overcoming the effects of karma advanced in the 
Puranas, Dharmasastras, and the rest, namely, gifts to Brahmins, 
Yoga practice, pilgrimage, and so forth, have their analogues in 
Ayurveda. The treatment of many disorders includes bali sacrifices 
and other ritual observances in such detail as to resemble passages 
from Dharmasastra, especially for disorders attributed to exogenous 
(agantu ) factors which are less susceptible to physiological interven- 
tions. As a principle it is maintained: 

Thought, word, and deed (karman) properly bound, 

clear-headed with sparkling judgment. 
Intent in his practice of austerities and knowledge — 

diseases do not befall such a man as this.^^ 

Other passages explain the onset of specific disorders as the result of 
inauspicious karma. 

7. Garuda Purana, Uttara Khanda 2.2.2-5, q.v. Wendy OTlaherty's discussion of 
"Karma and Fate" and "The Conquest of Karma," loc. cit. 

8. Matsya Purana 221.1-12, q.v, Wendy O'Flaherty, ibid. 

9. See Q^krzp'^mdzx.x.z's AyHrveda-Dipika commentary (in Chowkhamba edition of 
Car.) on Car. 4.1.98. 

10. E.g., to treat insanity (unmada) associated with demons (bhuta); Susruta 
Samhita (Su.) 6.60.32-37, and Car. 6.9.33-34. 

11. Car. 4.2.47 
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Exogenous insanity (unmada) is caused by the assault of 
Gods, Seers, Gandharvas, Pisacas, Yaksas, Raksasas, 

and Pitrs; 

And it is the result of improperly executed religious 

vows and promises, and so forth, or karma in a previous life. 

Susruta Samhita (Su.) is more reluctant to cite karma as an etioiogic 
factor. Su. 1.24 is a chapter providing a detailed etioiogic schema. It 
contains many ideas also found in Car. , but some that are not; and it 
lacks some that occur in Car. Car. has no such chapter devoted 
exclusively to etiology and does not include such detail; Su., how- 
ever, does not include karma. A category of supernormal factors, 
daivabalapravrtta, refers to curses, spells, and demonic wrath, and so 
forth, on the one hand, and lightning and natural disasters, and so 
forth, on the other. Daiva here is more directly related to the Devas 
in contrast to Car., where daiva is often synonymous with karma. 
This and the emphasis on surgical procedures characteristic of the 
Dhanvantari tradition represented inSu. distinguish it from the other 
early texts in the mainstream of Ayurveda, the remaining two of the 
so-called '^vQ2it three (brhattrayi), namely. Car. and Vagbhata'sy45i^«g<?- 
hrdaya Sarnhita (AHr.). 

According to the tradition delineated in Car. 1.1, Indra was re- 
quested by a group of seers to deliver the medical doctrine to their 
representative, Bharadvaja, who then taught it to the other seers, 
among them Atreya Punarvasu. Atreya trained six disciples, includ- 
ing Agnivesa, Bhela, and four others. Agnivesa was the principal 
among these and the first to compose an instructional text to preserve 
the doctrine of Atreya. Colophons of Car. and 6.30.289—90 indicate 
that the composition of Agnivesa was called the Agnivesa Tantra and 
that it was reconstructed by Caraka. Part of Caraka's revision was 
lost or never completed, and Drdhabala completed the adumbrated 
version, finishing the last two of eight books and seventeen chapters 
of the sixth book. Drdhabala may also have worked on other chapters 

12. Car. 6.9.16; cf. Cur. 2.7.19-20, znd Astdhgahrdaya Samhitd (AHr.) 6.4.6. 

13. Mitchell Weiss, Critical Study of Unmada in the Early Sanskrit Medical Litera- 
ture, Ph.D. Diss., University of Pennsylvania, 1977, p. 62. The Susruta Samhitd of 
Susruta, edited by Narayan Ram Acharya (Bombay: Nirnaya Sagara, 1945); English 
Translation of The Sushruta Samhita Based on Original Sanskrit Text, 3 vols., 
Chowkhamba Sanskrit Studies, vol. 30 (2nd ed.; Varanasi: Chowkhamba, 1963). The 
translation frequently incorporates material from Dalhana's commentary without 
notice and is otherwise unreliable. 

14. Su. 1.24.7. 
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as well, and the question of whether he did, and if so, on which 
chapters remains problematic. The organization of Car. at the time of 
Drdhabala is also uncertain, and so the matter of which seventeen 
chapters of the sixth book are indeed the last seventeen is unsettled. 
The date of composition and revision by Caraka is estimated to fall 
within the first 300 years A.D. and the revision by Drdhabala at ap- 
proximately A.D. 500.^^ It should be noted that whereas Su. is gener- 
ally considered to be essentially the composition of its namesake, 
Caraka is believed to be the reviser rather than author of the work 
bearing his name. In large measure Car. contains the pronouncements 
of Atreya frequently offered in response to questions posed by Agni- 
vesa and the other disciples, and sometimes in response to chal- 
lenges made by a Bharadvaja, not Atreya's teacher, and others. In 
addition to elaborations of the Atreya doctrine by a later author(s), 
one finds verses, some of which may be surviving the Agnivesa 
Tantra. An adequate elucidation of the relationship of Car. *s compo- 
nent sources as they contribute to the text requires further study. 



Predetermined Life Span 

Dasgupta has commented on Car.*s facility in dealing with conflict 
between an immutable karma doctrine and medical efficacy. 

[Nowhere else] do we find the sort of common-sense eclecticism that we 
find in Caraka. For here it is only the fruits of extremely bad actions that 
cannot be arrested by the normal efforts of good conduct. The fruits of all 
ordinary actions can be arrested by normal physical ways of well-balanced 
conduct, the administration of proper medicines and the like. This implies 
that our ordinary non-moral actions in the proper care of health, taking 
proper tonics, medicines and the like, can modify or arrest the ordinary 

15. Reasons for assigning this date and discussion of status of the controversies 
surrounding Drdhabala's contribution to Car. in G. J. Meulenbeld, The Madhava- 

nidana and Its Chief Commentary: Chapters 1—10, Introduction, Translation, and 
Notes, Ed. & Trans. (Leiden: Brill, 1974), pp. 410-413; see also pp. 403-406. 
The Gulabkunverba edition of Car. (1949) claims to have settled the issue of 
determining Drdhabala's contribution, vol. I, pp. 96-106. See also Julius Jolly, 
Medicin, Bd. 3, H. 10,Grundriss der Indoarischen Philologie und Altertumskunde, 
translated by C. G. Kashikar, Indian Medicine (Poona: Kashikar, 1951). 

16. E.g., Car. 4.3.15. N.b. Car. 1.26.8 in which a group of contemporaries of Atreya 
dispute the number of rasas. It is unlikely that the Bharadvaja participating in these 
dialogues in the text could be identified as the Bharadvaja held to have delivered the 
corpus of Ayurveda to Atreya in Car. 1.1.19—27 after receiving it from Indra. 
Bharadvaja Kumarasira is specified in Car. 1.26.4. See Gulabkunverba's discussion, 
vol. I, pp. 40-44. 
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course of the fruition of our karma. Thus, according to the effects of my 
ordinary karma I may have fallen ill; but, if I take due care, I may avoid such 
effects and may still be in good health. According to other theories the laws 
of karma are immutable. 

By shifting the emphasis of etiology from previous lives to the pres- 
ent, Car. effectively redefines aspects of an immutable karma doctrine 
as mutable. In Car. 3.3 on catastrophic epidemics, Atreya confronts 
the essential issue. After discoursing on the increasing immorality and 
decreasing life span over the course of the four world ages leading to 
the present Kali Yuga, Atreya is questioned by Agnivesa, who re- 
sponds to the determinative implications. "Is the life span always 
fixed or is it not?" he asks. Atreya replies that life span and one's 
power or weakness depend on both fate (daiva) and human effort 
(purusakara). Action (karman) performed in a prior existence is fate, 
and the other, purusakara, is what is done here. When both are noble, 
life is long and happy; when both are base, it is otherwise; and when 
they are moderate, it causes the life to be moderate. He explains that 
some karma ripens in a fixed amount of time and is powerful, but 
some is not fixed to a time and is aroused only by motivating factors. 
He elaborates: 

If all life spans were fixed, then in search of good health none would 
employ efficacious remedies or verses, herbs, stones, amulets, bail offerings, 
oblations, observances, expiations, fasting, benedictions, and prostrations. 
There would be no disturbed, ferocious, or ill-mannered cattle, elephants, 
camels, donkeys, horses, buffalos and the like, and nothing such as polluted 
winds to be avoided. No anxiety about falling from mountains or rough 
impassable waters; and none whose minds were negligent, insane, disturbed, 
fierce, ill-mannered, foolish, avaricious, and lowborn; no enemies, no rag- 
ing fires, and none of the various poisonous creepers and snakes; no violent 
acts, no actions out of place or untimely, no kingly wrath. For the occur- 
rence of these and the like would not cause death if the term of all life were 
fixed and predetermined. Also, the fear of untimely death would not beset 
those creatures who did not practice the means for fending off fear of un- 
timely death. Undertaking to employ the stories and thoughts of the great 
seers regarding the prolongation of life would be senseless. Even Indra could 
not slay with his thunderbolt an enemy whose life span was fixed; even the 
Asvins [divine physicians] could not comfort with their medicines one who 
suffers; the great seers could not attain their desired life span by means of 
austerities; and the great seers together with the lords of the gods who know 
all that is to be known could not see, teach, nor perform in full measure. 

Furthermore, it is our power of observation that is first and foremost of all 

17. S. Dasgupta, op cit. (n. 5 above), p. 403. 
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that is known, and it is by observing that we perceive the following: over the 

course of a great many battles, the Hfe span of the thousands of men who 
fight compared with those who don't is not the same; similarly for those 
who treat every medical condition that may arise versus those who don't. 
There is also a discrepancy in the life span of those who imbibe poison and 
those who do not. Jugs for drinking water and ornamental jugs do not last 
the same amount of time; consequently, duration of life is based on salutary 
practices, and from the antithesis there is death. Also, dealing in the appro- 
priate manner with adverse geographic locale, season, and one's own charac- 
teristics; dealing with karma and spoiled foods, avoiding over-indulgence, 
abstinence, or the wrong use of all things, keeping all over-indulgence in 
check and doing away with lack of restraint, avoiding vagabonds and 
haste — we perceive that proper regard for these will bring about freedom 
from disease. On the one hand we observe it and on the other we teach it. 

In response to this refutation of physiological determinism, Agni- 

vesa asks Atreya what is meant by the distinction of timely and 
untimely death if there is no fixed length of life.^*^ Atreya answers by 
comparing the life span of a man and that of an axle. An axle will 
function properly in a carriage until it wears out, and the health of a 
man's body remains until his original measure of strength expires in 
due course and he dies. That is a timely death. Various problems 
affecting the axle will cause it to wear out prematurely. The load in 
the wagon may be excessive; poor roads, clumsy drivers or draft 
animals, poor maintenance and handling, and so forth, all might 
bring this about, and the same is true for a man's life span. 

He comes to his end as a result of an undertaking not in accord with his 
strength, from eating beyond his digestive capacity, or eating bad food, from 

a deteriorated condition of the body, from excessive sexual intercourse, from 
relationships with evil men, from restraining intense urges and from not 
restraining intense urges that should be restrained, from the pain brought on 
by spirits, drugs, wind, and fire; from a beatmg, and from shunning food 
and treatment. Such is untimely death. We also observe untimely death 
among those who are improperly treated for an illness such as fever. 

Embryology: Promoting Conception 

Recognition of the value of knowledgeable intervention predominates 
throughout Car.^ not just with respect to maintaining health and 

18. Car. 3.3.36. 

19. Car. 3.3.37. 

20. . . . tathdynh sariropagatam balavatprakrtya yathavad upacaryamanam 
svapramanaksayadevavasanam gacchati sa mrtyuh kale II . . . llCar. 3.3.38// 

21. Car. 3.3.38. This view is reiterated in Car. 4.6.28; see note 86 below. This also 
raises the question of the position of Dharmasastra with regard to malpractice. 
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staving off death, but also with detailed directives for promoting 
fertility and the birth of a healthy, intelligent male child. This is 
inconsistent with more rigid interpretations of the karma doctrine 
holding that it is the karma of the fetus remaining from previous lives, 
not the activities of the parents, that determines the sex and charac- 
teristics of the child. Karl Potter discusses Sahkara's formulation, in 
which karma produces certain residues (vasana). It is these karmic 
residues that condition the kind of birth, life span, and the nature of 
the experience that the jiva will encounter in the next incarnation.^^ 
This is also the mechanism specified by Patanjali in the Yoga Sutras. 

In Car., as a practical matter the influence of the parents is more 
important. There are directions "for the explicit purpose of establish- 
ing pregnancy and impeding obstacles to pregnancy."^'* Car. *5 fourth 
book deals with "embodiment" (Sarirasthdna) and is composed of 
eight chapters. The last of these details clinical applications and is 
presented as the culmination of the theory discussed in the first seven. 
Chapter 8 begins with procedures for dealing with infertility and 
establishing a pregnancy in difficult cases. Preliminary procedures 
for purification and cleansing with emetics, purgatives, and enemas 
are suggested. To produce a son the parents are to copulate on even 
days after the onset of menstruation and for a daughter on odd days, 
but in either case they should abstain until three days following that 
onset. The woman is cautioned not to lie prone or on either side lest 
the phlegm (slesman) obstruct the passage of semen to the womb or 
the semen and blood be burned by bile (pitta). A woman's overeat- 
ing, excessive hunger or thirst, fear, disrespect, depression, anger, 
desire for sexual congress with another man, or ardent passion will 
render her unable to conceive, or else her offspring will be lacking in 
qualities. Both the man and the woman should be neither too old nor 
too young, nor unhealthy, and they should be well suited to each 

22. See Karl Potter on "The Process of Rebirth in Some Indian Philosophical Sys- 
tems," in this volume. 

23. tatas tad vipakanugnfidnam evabhivyaktir vasanaml^ "Consequently [l^arma 
(YS 4.7)] ripens solely in accordance with its qualities, and there is a manifestation of 
the residues" {Yoga Sutra 4.8). 

24. Car. 4.4.41. 

25. Car. 4.8.3. 

26. Car. 4.8.4; such preliminary treatment is commonly prescribed for many 
conditions. 

27. Car. 4.8.5. 

28. Car. 4.8.6. The three dosas, i.e., pathogenic bodily elements, are generally cited 
as vata, pitta, and kapha. Slesman is commonly substituted for kapha. 
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Other. 29 Recitation of charms is suggested, special preparations of rice 
and barley are to be eaten, a white stallion or bull is to be gazed upon 
by her, and various other measures and techniques of a ritualistic 
nature in the character of Dharmasastra are described.^® 

A priest (rtvij) may be hired, who selects a spot at the northeast of 
the dwelling, where he strews cowdung and water about and fixes an 
altar. For a Brahmin he sits on the skin of a white bull, a tiger or bull 
for a Ksatriya, an antelope or billy goat for a Vaisya. He places 
specified articles in their proper place, lights the fire, and prepares the 
oblation while well-born members of the appropriate varna (i.e., 
Brahmin, etc., as above) are seated all about. The woman and her 
husband make oblations and propitiate Prajapati and Visnu: "May 
Visnu cause this womb to be fertilized." She receives water for her 
general usage from the priest, circumambulates the fire three times, 
and eats the remains of the sacrificial ghee with her husband, and the 
two receive the blessing of those attending. Then they cohabit for 
eight days and will thus conceive the desired son.^^ For a Sudra, 
however, respectful salutation (namaskara) to the authorities is suffi- 
cient. For a woman desiring a specific type of son having certain 
physical and mental features, adjustments in the ritual can be made, 
and she is instructed regarding the diet, sport, and occupation of the 
kind of child she desires. If these procedures are followed, concep- 
tion is certain. 

With regard to intellectual endowments, traditional karmic influ- 
ences inherent in the individual himself are also involved. 

Present mental character is a function of the nature of the intellect in all 
former lives, the parents' intellect, what is heard at the moment leading to 
pregnancy, and one's own proper behavior.^^ 

Embryology: The Viable Embryo 

To understand the elaboration of personality types which result 
from permutations of the constituents oi sattva (i.e., mental charac- 
ter), the theory of conception should first be reviewed. It is believed 
that the garhha (the term for embryo and fetus) develops as a result of 

29. Car. 4.8.6-7. 30. Car. 4.8.8-9. 31. Car. 4.8.10-11. 
32. Car. 4.8.13. 33. Car. 4.8.12,14. 34. Car. 4.8.17. 

35. Car. 4.8.16. See also Car. 4.2.27. With regard to this usage oisattva, see note 65. 
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the successful union of semen (sukra) and menstrual blood (sonita, 
drtava, rakta, etc.). When blood predominates in the garh ha, a girl 
results, with semen, a boy, and when the semen splits, there are 
twins. Karma is invoked to explain the occurrence of a multiple 
birth: 

Into as many parts as it shall split, 

the semen-menstrual complex in which there is 

excessive wind (vdta) — 
That many parts is the number of offspring 

that she shall bear, in accordance with their karma, 

not her will.^^ 

As a result of karma there is unequal division 

of the semen-blood complex as it develops in the womb; 

One is larger and the second is smaller, 

and so among the twins one is distinctly larger.^® 

Eight abnormalities pertaining to sexual identity, development, and 
behavior are enumerated, including hermaphroditism, impotence, in- 
fertility, ectopic testis, and so forth, and each is attributed to a specific 
cause, such as abnormal mixture of sperm and blood, complications 
involving the three dosas — that is, pathogenic bodily elements, wind 
(vata), bile (pitta), and phlegm (kapha) — or the result of problems 
with achieving satisfactory coitus, and so forth. At the conclusion of 
the list, however, karma is also mentioned. "The above eight types of 
abnormalities are to be regarded as dependent upon karma."^^ 

After conception, movements of the woman's left limbs; desire for 
men; feminine dreams, drinks, foods, character, and movements; 
feeling the garbha on the left side, milk from the left breast, and so 
forth, indicate that a female fetus will develop, and the opposite 
indicates a male. The importance of her thoughts at the time of con- 
ception in shaping her coming child is also emphasized. It was 
believed that through the performance of cena.'m pumsavana rites the 
sex of the newly conceived garbha could be changed to male. Various 
combinations of herbs, curds, foods, and insects were employed at 
the proper time in a prescribed manner. One preparation of rice and 
flour was to be ingested through the right nostril; she might also 
drink two handfuls of a mixture of curds, milk, and water after 

36. Car. 4.2.12. 37. Car. 4.2.14. 38. Car. 4.2.16. 
39. Car. 4.2.21. 40. Car. 4.2.24-25. 
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tossing in miniature gold, silver, or iron figures of men.'*^ Other 
procedures are also described. Measures to insure a healthy preg- 
nancy and precautions to avoid miscarriage were advocated. Certain 
behaviors and habits of the expectant mother were said to be respon- 
sible for specified defects in the offspring. 

Sleeping stretched out on her back might cause the umbilicus to wind around 
the throat of the fetus; sleeping without a cover and going about in the nude, 
she gives birth to insane offspring; a shrewish quarrelsome character gives 
birth to an epileptic; a lustful woman to an ugly and shameless or effeminate 
son; a woman who is perpetually upset to a fearful, emaciated, or short-lived 
child; a longing woman to one who causes pain to others, is jealous or 
effeminate; a thief to a drudge, one who inflicts great injury or who is idle; 
an impatient woman to one who is fierce, a cheat or a malcontent; a woman 
who is always asleep to a sleepyhead, a fool or a dyspeptic; a drunk to a big 
drinker, one who has a short memory or who is mentally disturbed; a 
woman who eats the meat of the large lizards to one with kidney stones, 
urinary retention or polyuria; a woman who eats boar meat to one who has 
red eyes, dyspnea and very shaggy hair; a woman who always eats fish to 
one who blinks infrequently or whose eyes are fixed; a woman always eating 
sweets to one with urinary disorder, a mute or one who is very stout; a 
woman always eating sour foods to one who has blood-bile sickness 
(raktapitta) or disease of skin and eyes; a woman always eating salt to one 
who soon becomes wrinkled and grey or bald; a woman always eating 
pungent foods to a son who is weak, deficient in semen or without children; 
a woman always eating bitter foods to one who is dehydrated, without 
strength or poorly developed; a woman always taking astringents to one 
who is dark complected, constipated or sickly — a pregnant woman, being 
devoted to such practices associated with the ills described above, will often 
bear a child with a disease causing those symptoms. Furthermore, there are 
defects in the semen engendered by the father along with defects produced 
by the mother. These are the conditions which are said to cause defects in the 

Thus, the father's semen could also be responsible for defects in the 
offspring, and according to Cakrapanidatta's commentary, the same 
indiscretions (apacara) prior to conception are implicated. In either 
case, this wide variety of afflictions results from parental activities 
with no mention of the child's karma.'** Although parental behavior 
during — and possibly prior to pregnancy, for the father — is an im- 

41. Car. 4.8.19. 

42. Car. 4.8.21; see also Car. 4.4.30. 

43. Cakrapanidatta's commentary on ibid. 

44. Ibid.; see also Car. 4.4.30-31. Car. 4.3.17 represents another view when it is 
needed to explain observed events. 
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portant determinant of the condition of the offspring, other compo- 
nents of the garhha also play a major role, as we shall see. 

At birth, the infant's life expectancy could be ascertained from 
various signs. These included the quality of hair on the head, qualities 
of the skin, the relative size of the head; earlobes, eyes, eyebrows, 
and other facial features; navel, excreta, various anatomical relation- 
ships, and so forth. Other features were indicators of subsequent 
pathology that would develop and were attributed to fate (daiva)^^ 
and thus to karma. These were not necessarily present at birth, but 
were latent and might appear at any time. 

Car.'s analysis of the viable embryo elucidates the relationships 
between specified components and accounts for a variety of 
stereotypical character types. As was already noted, the relative pro- 
portion of paternal semen and maternal blood determines the sex, 
multiplicity, and other conditions of the fetus. Thegarbha is made up 
of the four elements (prabhava, bhuta) — namely, wind, fire, earth, 
and water — and six types of nourishment (rasa). These are also con- 
stituents of maternal blood, '^'^ paternal semen, food, and one's own 
deeds, which in turn contribute the components of the garhha. 
Contributions from karma and the parents thus have a physical basis. 
The parental contributions to the garhha influence its physical and 
mental nature, while the mental condition is also influenced by karma 
from his previous incarnations, both through a material transfer of 
the four elements. For karma, however, this will raise a problem as 
the theory is developed further in the next chapter. Car. 4.3. There, 
karma is explicitly inherent in atmariy which is denied a physical basis 
in the elements; here, karma 2indatman are construed in terms of the 
four elements. Additional data contribute to an explanation of such 
discrepancies as the failure in the integration of concepts from diverse 
sources. Car. 4.2 states: 

Due to defects of the seed, the residue of one's 

own karma (atma-karma-"saya) and the season, 
as well as the mother's food and activities. 

The various, polluted dosas produce malformations 
manifest in complexion and the senses. 

Just as excited waters flowing in the streams 

during the rainy season pound with sticks and stones and 
May deform a tree, the dosas do the same 

to the garhha in the womb. 

45. Car. 4.8.51. 46. Car. 5.1.7. 47. Car. 4.2.3. 48. Car. 4.2.4,26-27. 
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That which is borne fleet as thought goes from body to body 
with the four elements and the subtle body; 

A function of the nature of his karma, 

its form is unseen without divine vision. 

It pervades everything and supports all bodies; 
it is all karma and all form; 

It is consciousness, and the constituent element (dhatu), 

but beyond the senses; it is forever fixed and imminent; 
it is just that. 

The elements (bhuta) (contained in its nourishment, 

the dtman, mother, and father) are known to number 
sixteen in the body;**^ 
The four come to rest there in the atman 

and, correspondingly, the atman in those four. 

They say the elements (bhuta) of the mother and father 
in the uterine blood and semen are the garbha; 

The blood and semen are swollen with those elements, 
and nutrient elements are added. 

There are also four elements engendered by his karma 
which cling to the atman and enter the garbha; 

Since the dharmas of the seed are all different, 

they each enter into the atman of the other body. 

Since form is attained from its prior form, 

the mind (manas) is of the character of its own karma. 
Which then splits to form the intellectual-judgmental 

faculty (buddhi), wherein there is rajas and tamas. 

Karma is the cause. 

Form is never separated from atman — 

not by the imperceptibles or subtle forms. 
Not by karma, the mental faculty nor will, 

not by one's sense of identity (aharnkara), illness, 

nor the dosas. 

Since the mind is restricted by rajas and tamas, 

and in the absence of knowledge all the dosas are there. 

It is the afflicted mind (manas) and the force of karma 

that is the reputed cause of the activities and growth 
of the two [i.e., rajas and tamas].^^ 

49. I.e., four elements from each of four sources. Cakrapanidatta embellishes with 
an extensive discussion of the metaphysics. 

50. Car. 4.2.29-38. 
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There are four components of the viable embryo: contributions 
from (1) the mother, (2) the father, (3) nutrients (rasa) ingested by the 
pregnant mother, and (4) the atman through which karma exerts its 
critical influence. This schema outlined in the preceding sloka verses 
is not, however, the last word on the matter. 

As was indicated earlier, the surviving redaction of Car. is not 
without textual-critical problems. The text is a mixture of prose and 
various types of verse, usually slokas but also more complex epic 
meters, and there are notable substantive inconsistencies to support 
an argument that the text is a conglomeration of strata from several 
sources. From a medical perspective, the most highly sophisticated 
passages are frequently in prose, quoting the views of Atreya. Sum- 
mary slokas commonly appear at the end of a discussion, either in the 
middle of a chapter or at the end, and they may also make up major 
portions of or even entire chapters, as in Car. 4.2. It was suggested 
earlier that some of these verses may be survivors from earlier medical 
texts, and the possibility that some are citations from supportive 
non-medical works should also be considered. This would serve to 
explain the inconsistencies and the occasionally tenuous links be- 
tween some of these passages and the surrounding context. 

The prose discussion of Car. 4.3, quoting Atreya, elaborates and 
contradicts the preceding chapter and specifies an additional compo- 
nent in the constitution of the garhha, namely, satmya (i.e., consti- 
tutional integrity). The role of sattva becomes complex and more 
significant, its particular nature (now) dependent upon five compo- 
nents of the garbha. 

Sperm and blood come together and settle in the womb; the jiva descends 
and, following conjunction with sattva, it produces the garbha. 

This garbha is engendered by mother, father, atman, satmya, and nourish- 
ment (rasa). There is also the sattva, which is self-produced (aupapaduka) 
[i.e., not an externally contributed component like the others]. 

To this Bharadvaja objects,^'* arguing that the garbha cannot be said 
to be born of these components because no single one of them can 

51. See note 15. 

52. See M. Weiss, op cit., pp. 68-70, 72—73, 78-81. For example, in Car. there is 
some confusion about whether demons are the cause of insanity or the manifestation 
of it; cf. Car. 2.711-15 and 2.7.10,19-23. 

53. Car. 4.3.2-3. 

54. See note 16. 



Copyrighlad rralerlal 



104 



MITCHELL G. WEISS 



itself produce a garbha. Atreya explains that this objection misses 
the point, that it is the combination of the five that is required,^* and 
that without any one of them no garbha can possibly result. This also 
offers an opportunity for Atreya to expound upon the nature of the 
five and sattva. 

Atreya argues that there can be no conception in the absence of 
mother, father, atman, and so forth. From the maternal contribu- 
tion to the garbha is derived blood, flesh, fat, umbilicus, heart, 
lungs, liver, spleen, kidneys, bladder, rectum, stomach, and the other 
gastrointestinal organs. From the father's contribution comes hair, 
beard, nails, teeth, bones, blood vessels, sinews, other physiological 
channels, and semen. With atman and the first two an important triad 
is made that receives additional discussion. 

Every instance of atman may not necessarily produce the desired garbha, 
but it certainly will not without the maternal and paternal contributions. 
Some produce a garbha by their own choice, some by force of karma; 
sometimes there is power to bring it about, sometimes not. Where sattva 

and the rest are successfully made, there is sufficient power for producing a 
fetus as desired. Otherwise there is not. When there is a failure in generating 
^garbha because of defective means, the atman is not the cause. According 
to those who know the atman, the power of vision, motion, the womb, and 
release is atman. Nothing else can produce pleasure and suffering, and from 
none but that is the garbha made and does the garbha itself produce. The 
shoot does not sprout without a seed.*® 

Contributions derived from atman include the fact of arising in a 
particular womb, life span,'''^ self-knowledge, mind (manas), the 
senses, breathing, urges, controls, various features, voice, and com- 
plexion, pleasure and pain, desire and hate, consciousness, concentra- 
tion, intellectual-judgmental faculty (buddhi), memory, sense of self 
(ahamkara)y and effort. 

Satmya, the required balance of all the constitutional components, 
is also required. From its contribution sickness, lethargy, and greed 
desist. It provides clarity of the senses, acquisition of good voice, 
features, seed, and penile erection. 

55. Car. 4.3.4. 

56. Car. 4.3.5. Bharadvaja's objections serve as a stimulant to Atreya's discourse; see 
also Car. 4.3.15 ff. and below. 

57. Car. 4.3.6-13. 

58. Car. 4.3.9. 

59. I.e., "predetermined" only insofar as timely death; see above. 

60. Car. 4.3.10. 

61. Car. 4.3.11. 
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Proper nourishment (rasa) is necessary for thegarbha as well as for 
the health of the mother. It provides for the formation and growth of 
the body, maintenance of life, satiety, thriving, and strength. 

T\\2Lt sattva plays an important role is clear, though the exact nature 
of that role is somewhat elusive. As the link between the spiritual 
and physical, and perhaps also in its role as the starting point for the 
individuation process producing the various mental evolutes and re- 
sulting character types,^'* it resembles the Sahkhya concept of bud- 
dhi. While it carries a connotation of mental efficacy here, it is not the 
sattva of the guna triad. Its usage in Car. 4.4 as the term for person- 
ality indicates an application broader than the cognitive function as- 
sociated with manas. In Car. 4.3, however, a passage on the nature of 
sattva identifies it with manas: 

The sattva is indeed self-produced (aupapaduka ). In contact with the jivat 
sattva binds it to the body. Upon confronting death, personality (fila) leaves 
it, trust is toppled, all the senses are afflicted, strength is discharged, diseases 
abound, and because it is destroyed the life-breath departs. It is the perceiver 
of the senses and is called manas. We teach that there are three types: pure, 
impulsive, and lethargic fi^it^i/^^z, rajasa, and tamasa). Whatever shall indeed 
predominate in manas, he shall meet that in the next birth. Furthermore, 
when he has that pure type, he remembers even the previous incarnation, 
since awareness of memory is connected with the manas of that atman and 
follows. Consequently, this man is called "one who remembers past life 
(jatismara).**^^ 

The contributions of the sattva to xhtgarbha include trust, charac- 
ter, purity, hate, memory, foolishness, apostasy, jealousy, heroism, 
fear, rage, lassitude, perseverence, fierceness, gentleness, seriousness, 
fickleness, and so forth. These are considered evolutes of sattva as it 
undergoes a differentiation process (te sattva-vikara yan uttara- 
kalarn sattva-hhedam). The above traits are not all active at the same 

62. Car. 4.3.12. 

63. J. A. B. Van Buitenen, "Studies in Sahkhya (III): Sattva," Journal of the Ameri- 
can Oriental Society (J AOS) 77 (1957): 88-107. 

64. Car. 4.4.37-39; more detail below. 

65. Rajas and tamas occur in Car. as a dyad, singly, or with the form of sattva 
termed suddha, as in the discussion which follows. This is a variation on the tradi- 
tional Sahkhya triad inasmuch as this suggests that rajas and tamas here are modifica- 
tions of the "pure" sattva. Thus, we have three types of sattva instead of sattva as 
one of the three gutias constituting prakrti. Car. 4.4,34 compares the debilitating 
effects of rajas and tamas on the mind (sattva) with the effects of the dosas on the 
body. 

66. Car. 4.3.13; see also Car. 4.4.36-39. 
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time, and the individual at a given point may be characterized by one 
or another. 

As described, these are the five components from external sources 
(matrja, pitrja, atmaja, satmyaja, rasaja) and the sattva which arises 
spontaneously in a given birth and departs at death. Atreya again 
offers the analogy of a man and a cart^^ and adds another with a tent, 
that is, products whose integral function depends upon the proper 
mutual relationships of their component parts. ^'^ Sattva influences 
manifestations of the atman in the next birth and in its pure form may 
admit memory of a past birth, apparently by means of a present 
interaction of the sattva with atman capable of detecting the effects 
on atman of the prior inczmzte sattva — which is equated to manas in 
the above account. 

The influence of karma is manifest in the atman and secondarily in 
the sattva, which is derived from atman. Atreya refers to this rela- 
tionship to explain why the mental attributes of children differ from 
their parents. 

The senses are always derived of atman, and destiny (daiva) is the cause of 
their development or failure to develop. Therefore the children of senseless 
ones, and so forth, do not resemble their father. 

Embryology: Character 

In Car. 4.4 there is a detailed account of the development of the 
garbha and the characteristic changes observable in the fetus and the 
mother in the progressive stages from conception onward through the 
pregnancy. Sattva receives greater emphasis than before as the process 
of individuation is scrutinized."^^ In the developing garbha feelings 
and desires arise, and their locus is the heart. When the natural throb- 
bing of the fetus is first perceived, it is attributed to desires carried 
forth from another existence, and in this condition it is said to feel 

67. According to AHr. 2.1.1 the combination of semen and blood only is sufficient to 
produce satva (sic). Karma shapes satva directly and is not mediated by the atman. 
suddhe sukrartave satvah svakaraklesacoditah / garbhah sampadyate yuktivasadag- 
nirivaranau // "In accordance with its own karma and the hindrances, satva arises in 
the pure semen-menstrual blood combination. The garbha results as surely as fire in 
a kindling stick." {AHr, 2.1.1). In his commentary Arunadatta glosses satva hyjiva. 
With regard to klesa, see Yoga Sutras 2.3-9. 

68. See Car. 3.3.38. 

69. Car. 4.3.14. 

70. Car. 4.3.17. For a different view see notes Al—AA. 

71. In Car. 4.4.4 sattva is included with status equivalent to the other five in a list of 
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with two hearts (dvaihrdaya). The garbha heart, a maternally engen- 
dered organ, is linked to the mother's heart, and nutrients are trans- 
mitted through the connecting channels. "^^ 

As was discussed, defects in the maternal or paternal contributions 
to the garhha are responsible for defects in the offspring, according to 
Car. 4.8. Car. 4.4.32 also includes faults stemming from the nu- 
trients, satmya, and sattva among these, but defects in atman are not 
allowed. Of the three types of sattva, rajasa and tamasa are unde- 
sirable, while the suddha is desirable. 

There are three types oi sattva, viz. suddha, rajasa, md tamasa. The suddha 
type is considered faultless and represents the auspicious aspect. The rajasa 
type is faulty and represents the impassioned aspect. The tamasa type is also 
faulty and represents the foolish aspect.^"* 

Various personality types are derived from each of these, and they 
may also be associated with certain body types, which, however, are 
not described. For the suddha type, categories are named after 
deities. The Brahma type is pure, truthful, wise, and free of desire, 
anger, greed, and so forth. The rsi type is devoted to sacrifices, study, 
vows, and similar concerns. The Indra type is powerful, acquisitive, 
heroic, virile, and concerned with his own righteousness, posses- 
sions, and pleasures. The Yama type follows what is prescribed, does 
what is proper, does not fight, and has a good memory, and so forth. 
The Varuna type is resolute, clean, intolerant of filth, fastidious in the 
performance of sacrifices, and is in control of his anger and tranquil- 
ity.^^ The Kubera type commands honor, attendants, and pleasures; 

the components of the garbha. 

72. Car. 4.4.15. 

73. Car. 4.4.33. 

74. Car. 4.4.36. 

75. Car, 4.4.37-39. Cf. a related classification of "demonic" (hhiita) types that 
produce stereotypic mental disorders in specified individuals; Car. 2.7.12;6.9.20-21; 

see Weiss, op. cit., pp. 112-133. 

76. Since many of the parameters of human behavior are invariant, it is not surpris- 
ing that in many of these cases the essential features are recognisable in many 
present-day formulations of personality type. The Varuna category especially is 
comparable to the so-called anal-compulsive character. Note also the prominence of 
hypomanic traits in those that follow. Rajasa types are comparable to various forms 
of narcissistic personality, which are currently the focus of much psychoanalytic 
theoretical interest: H. Kohut, "Thoughts on Narcissism and Narcissistic Rage," 
Psychoanalytic Study of the Child, 27 (1972): 360-400; O. Kemberg, "Contrasting 
Viewpoints Regarding the Nature and Psychoanalytic Treatment of Narcissistic Per- 
sonalities: A Preliminary Communication,"/o«r. of the Amer. Psychoanalytic Assoc. , 
22 (1974): 255-267 Such a study of comparative personality theory is of course 
beyond the scope of the present study. 
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he is emotional and enjoys his leisure. The Gandharva type is fond of 
laughter, dancing, music, and stories, and is well versed in Itihasa and 
Purana. He also likes garlands, women, leisure activities, and is 
contented. Although all seven of these are considered suddha-sattva 
types, a hierarchy is indicated, with the Brahma type at the top. 

The claim of being able to remember previous lives (made for the 
jatismara, who is defined by his suddha-sattvay seems consistent 
theoretically for the Brahmin type only, since the others are for the 
most part reasonably normal, and the empirical strain on a theory 
holding that such an extraordinary capability was widespread would 
have been intolerable. It is more probable that Car. 4.3.13 and 4A.37 
represent different theoretical formulations culled from different 
sources, the former passage from a more grandiose scheme. The in- 
terchange there of manas and sattva may be a remnant of such a 
philosophically rather than medically oriented context. "^^ 

There are six rajasa types, each manifesting some degree of anti- 
social and otherwise undesirable behavior. The Asura type is fierce, 
misanthropic, lordly, deceitful, and given to rage; he is without com- 
passion and self-serving. The Raksasa type is intolerant and always 
enraged; he is faultfinding, cruel, fond of meat, gluttonous, jealous, 
and lazy. The Pisaca type is gluttonous, effeminate, and likes to be 
alone with women; he is filthy, cowardly, a bully, and given to bad 
habits and diet. The Sarpa (snake) type is powerful when angry and 
otherwise cowardly; he is often lazy; he frightens others in the area 
and considers his own food and sport above all else. The Preta type 
likes food, has a morbid personality, is jealous and selfish. The 
Sakuna type is forever preoccupied with pleasure. For him food and 
sport come first; he is unstable and impatient, living from moment to 
moment. 

The three tamasa categories represent the fatuous aspect of sattva. 
They are the Pasu (animal), Matsya (fish), and Vanaspati (tree) types. 
The Pasu type is obstructive and stupid; his diet and behavior are 
despicable. He is a somnolent character for whom sexual intercourse 
is foremost. The Matsya type is cowardly and dull, and he covets 
food. He is fond of water, unstable, satisfied one moment and angry 
the next. The Vanaspati type is idle, solitary, intent on food, and 
bereft of all mental faculties. 

77. Car. 4.3.13. 

78. N.B. the account in Car. 4.1 of the differentiation of manas into the senses 
(indriya), etc. in Uoka verse, especially 4. L 16— 22,81. 
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Etiology of Disease 

Car. divides all disease into two categories: nija (endogenous), al- 
ways attributable to an imbalance of the three dosaSy '^^ and agantu 
(exogenous), caused by demons, poison, wind, fire, and battle in- 
juries. The agantu conditions, however, reduce to prajna-'paradha 
(culpable insight, i.e., violations of good sense). All of the undesir- 
able mental states (mano-vikara) including jealousy, depression, fear, 
anger, vanity, and hate are caused by it.^^ Nija disorders are treated 
by restoring the proper physiological balance, a.nd agantu disorders 
by giving up prajria-'parddha, calming the senses, recognizing implica- 
tions of geography, season, and one's own nature, and behaving in a 
manner consistent with them.^^ 

While Car. admits karma as a causative factor in the etiology of 
disease, it tends to be included in verses of a general, theoretical 
nature rather than in passages with more direct clinical applicability.^^ 

Loss of concentration, resolve, and memory, 

reaching the time when karma is manifest, 

And the arrival of that which is unhealthy — 
know these to be causes of suffering. 

And 

For there is no significant karma whatsoever 

whose fruit is not consumed. 
Diseases produced by karma resist treatment 

until that fruit is gone; then they subside. 

Karma serves a dual function. Not only does it provide an explana- 
tion for those diseases that do not fit the recognizable dosa patterns, 
but even those disorders that do fit the patterns are, when resistant to 
treatment, reclassifiable as karmaja, since that resistance is itself 

pathognomonic. The medical system thus copes with the characteris- 

79. Car. 1.7.39-40. 

80. Car. 1.7.51-52. 

81. Car. 1.7.49-50; see also Car. 4.6.5-11. 

82. Car. 1.7.53-54; see also Car. 4.2.39-43. 

83. Car. 4.1.1. In 1901 J. Jolly commented on this "escape clause" feature provided 
the medical theory by the karma doctrine: "From the standpoint of the principle of 
rebirth, those diseases are considered as karmaja, i.e., proceeding from the misdeeds 
in a previous birth, for which there appears no visible cause and which resist the usual 
curing methods" (Jolly, op. cit. [n. 15 above], p. 72). 

84. Car. 4.1.98. 

85. Car. 4.1.116-117. 
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tically Indian drive for completeness in formulating theoretical foun- 
dations and thereby justifies an essential premise (i.e., dosa theory) 
which can survive intact despite instances of its admitted ineffective- 
ness in healing certain patients. Notwithstanding this success of 
Ayurveda in assimilating a karma doctrine, from an etic perspective it 
manifests an abandoning of empirical medical methodology in the 
face of insurmountable illness. The system then compensates by in- 
corporating whatever philosophical and spiritual modes of solace are 
available from the culture at large in order to cope with its failure. 
Consider the analogous situation of the present day. Although Chris- 
tian Science and Western medicine are doubtlessly incompatible, 
physicians may none the less refer to the Will of God with impunity 
upon reaching the periphery of their clinical competence, and hospi- 
tal architecture commonly includes a chapel, thus manifesting similar 
deference to the dominant cultural values. 

Car. has in effect redefined the concept of karma, shifting the em- 
phasis from past lives to present behavior in such a way as to make it 
clinically germane. In doing this with the concept of prajna-'paradhuj 
Car. adds force to its own advocacy of a salutary life style. One finds 
a greater willingness on the part of Car. to venture farther from the 
doctrinal escape hatch — karma — than those later texts in which med- 
ical and speculative notions became more highly intertwined in their 
clinical application. After refuting the proposal that the life span of 
every individual is predetermined, the logical inference from a more 
fundamentalist interpretation of the karma doctrine, Atreya affirms: 

In this age the life span is one hundred years; perfecting one's own constitu- 
tion and merits ana attending to good health brings this about. 

Although Car.*s shift from the etiologic perspective dependent 
upon karma and spirit-possession is especially significant because the 
trend was moving toward a less rather than a more secular approach 
to medicine, in some cases the shift from karma and demonic posses- 
sion to prajna-'paradha is incomplete or altogether lacking. Child- 
hood diseases have a sudden onset, produce high fever, and quickly 

86. Car. 4.6.29-30. See also Car. 1.7.37-38,45. The discussion of prajna-'paradha 

emphasizes the importance of abandoning bad habits and establishing good ones. 
Car. discusses the salutary effects of such behavior when fataUsm and medicine are at 
odds. Cf. . . .vag-vastu-matram etad vadam rsayo many ante nakale mrtyur astiti II 
" . . . The seers consider this doctrine, that there is no untimely death, to be nothing 
but a matter of words" {Car. 4.6.28). 
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abate. They were considered independent of the dosa theory and 
"brought on by the anger of the gods and the rest," that is, classes of 
demons (bhuta). The exogenous mental disorders were conceived in 
similar terms, but here we discern a distinction between more and less 
sophisticated formulations of the medical theory. Car. 6.9.16, quoted 
earlier, appeals to karma and demons to explain one form of insanity, 
agantu-unmada. In the Nidana section ("Pathology") this view is 
distinguished from and then rationalized with that of Atreya: 

Some seek its [agantu-unmada] cause in the effect of unpraiseworthy karma 
committed in a previous life, but according to the great Atreya Punarvasu, 
prajna-'paradha is really the cause. For it is because of this p raj na-'paradh a 
that one is contemptuous toward the Devas, Rsis, Pitrs, Gandharvas, Yak- 
sas, Raksasas, Pisacas, Gurus, old people, Siddhas, Acaryas, and those 
worthy of honor, and thereby behaves improperly; or else he undertakes 
some equally unpraiseworthy activity. Once he is stricken by himself, the 
assaulting gods and the rest render him insane (unmatta).^^ 

The point may be obscured in other passages of Car., but it is sig- 
nificant that the locus of etiologic cause had clearly shifted from 
outside the individual, as in the demonic accounts represented in the 
ezrlicr Atharva Veda, to a personalized account in early Ayurveda — 
despite the fact that this view seems to have lost ground in the later 
Ayurvedic texts. Summary slokas at the end of Car. 2.7 make it clear 
that it was not the demons, but the individual who was the source of 
his illness: 

Neither Devas nor Gandharvas nor Pisacas 

nor Raksasas 
Nor the others afflict the man who is 

not self-afflicted. 

Regarding those who turn on him 

who is afflicted by his own karma, 
His distress is not caused by them, 

since they did not bring on his apostasy. 

In the case of disease born of his own karma, 

the result of prajna-'paradha, 
The wise man does not blame the Devas, 

Pitrs, or Raksasas. 

87. Car. 4.6.27. In Car. 4AA27 the bhiitas are associated with improper contact with 

unctuous, cold, or warm objects. 

88. Car. 2.Z10. 
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He should regard only himself as the cause 

of his happiness and misery; 
Therefore, he should keep to a salutary path 

and not falter. 

Honoring the Devas and the rest 

and devoting himself to what is wholesome — 
Whether doing these or their opposite, 

it shall all reach him in the atman.^'^ 

These slokas emphasize the weight given in early Ayurveda to the 
shift from external to internal etiology. Demonic possession was re- 
defined so that the problem here is not to appease the demon (cf. 
Atharva Veda 6.111) but to put one's own life in order. Car. *s shift in 
emphasis from karma to prajna-'paradha similarly serves to define 
the root of the problem in terms of behavior pertinent to the present 
situation instead of previous incarnations, which the individual is 
actually no more able to affect in a medical context than he can a 
fickle demon. Unlike Car. (and Bhela Samhita), Su. and AHr. each 
contain one or more separate chapters on demons (hhiita-vidya) 
which more clearly accept the position that it is the demon rather than 
the individual who causes these maladies. Compare, for example, the 
above verses with the following admonition from Su. 6.60.55 which 
is also repeated in AHr. 6.5.49: 

One should not move against the affliction of the 

Pisaca in other than the proper manner; 
They are resolute, angry, very powerful, and may 

launch an attack against the physician and patient. 

These texts also lack a concept oi prajna-'paradha and tend to see 
karma in more traditional rather than medical terms. 

The itrm aparadha is used in AHr. without prajna, thereby strip- 
ping the concept of its technical usage and transforming it into the 
violation of a more traditional moral imperative. Vagbhata, author of 
AHr. (approximately A.D. 600), posits three categories of disease, 
resulting (1) from the dosas, (2) from karma, and (3) from a mixture 
of the first two. The dosa disorders are associated with actions in this 
life and the karma disorders with a previous life. 

Some arise from transgressions which are experienced, 
some from prior culpability (aparadha); 

From a mixture of these there is another, 

and thus disease is known to be three-fold. 

89. Car. 2.7.19-23. 
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Arising from the dosas it has the corresponding 

pathology; arising from karma it is 

without basis [in the present Hfe]; 
A malady with an intense onset when there is 

slight cause is the result of dosas and karma. 

The first desists after treatment counteracting [the dosas^j 

the karma type after dissipating karma, 
And the disease arising from both desists 

after the eradication of the dosas and karma. 

Thus, any malady is cured when the influences of both the dosas and 
karma are dissipated. 

The zenith in the rising impact on Ayurveda of more traditional 

ideas about karma is best represented in an obscure monograph sur- 
viving from the later middle ages. Though unrepresentative in the 
extreme to which its position is taken, and so interesting for the same 
rea.sony Jnanahhaskara consists of a dialogue between Surya and his 
charioteer on the evils of human existence and a host of diseases — all 
attributed to karma. Descriptions of pathology are extensive, but 
therapeutics are confined to expiatory procedures. Within the scope 
of that presentation, however, traditional Ayurvedic topics are in- 
cluded, such as vatUy pitta, and kapha disorders. '^^ It was, however, 
long before this point that Ayurveda had begun to allow its garden of 
empirically derived clinical insights to be invaded by weeds spreading 
from the more supernaturally oriented popular culture.'^ 

Epidemics 

In his analysis of karma in the Mahabharata, J. Bruce Long notes 
that during times of misfortune and mental anguish the karma doc- 
trine served as a source of meaning, encouragement, and consolation. 

Car.^s chapter on catastrophic epidemics (Car. 3.3: janapado- 
'ddvamsana) addresses itself to situations in which one might there- 
fore expect the role of karma to be significant. In such times normal 

90. AHr. 1.12.57-59. Vagbhata's Astahgahrdaya Samhita (Bombay: Sagara, 1939), 

translated into German by L. Hilgenberg and W. Kirfel (Leiden: Brill, 1941). 

91. Mss. from approximately a.d. 1500 described in Catalogue of Sanskrit Manu- 
scripts in the Library of the India Office, London, compiled by E. W. O. Windisch 
and J. Eggeling in 2 vols., 4 pts. (London: Secretary of State for India, 1887-1935), 
#2719 (2030), pp. 962-964. See also M. Wintemitz, History of Indian Literature: 
vol. Ill, part II (Scientific Literature), translated by S. Jha (Delhi: Motilal, 1967), 
p. 638. 

92. Personal communication from Jeremy Nobel. 
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medical practices and expectations are frustrated by indiscriminate 
and high rates of morbidity. The etiologic explanation consequently 
shifted from the nija category, which could not account for these 
events, to the agantu category. Atreya observed that even though a 
diverse population may be stricken by an epidemic, there are several 
common denominators, namely, season, landscape, water, and 
wind.^"* Aberrations in any of these, such as windstorms, putrid wa- 
ter, changes in the wildlife or complexion of the landscape, and un- 
seasonable weather, might produce epidemic illness. 

Specific cases were said to respond well to treatment, herbal rem- 
edies being especially useful, and an intelligent physician was well 
advised to gather the appropriate medicinal provisions while he could 
upon observing the natural signs of impending disaster. Cases that did 
not respond to treatment and ended in fatality were attributed to 
karma. "Most do not die, most are not of that karma."^^ Cakra- 
panidatta's commentary on this passage explains that only some 
karma will produce deadly illness when it matures, such as burning a 
village or murder. He surmises that because such events were rare, so 
were the fatalities. According to this view, although such fatalities are 
attributed to karma, it is not necessarily the karma of the victim, but 
potentially somebody else in the region that is ultimately responsible. 
Atreya makes no such speculation, and the nature of his discussion 
argues against it. He seems to allow, however, for the effects of a 
group's karma, which may be implied by his use of adharma. 

In answering a question put to him by Agnivesa, Atreya responds: 

The cause of them all, Agnivesa, the misfortune that arises from the winds 
and the rest, is adharma (unrighteousness) or else previously committed bad 
karma (asat-karman). It is nothing but prajna-'paradha that nurtures them 
both.97 

He cites the widespread adharma accruing from corrupt leaders and 
spiraling down the social order. Then the deities forsake the commu- 
nity; the seasons, winds, and waters are disturbed, and the popula- 
tion devastated. Adharma is the cause of war, and either adharma or 
some other transgressions cause the Raksasas and the other demonic 

93. Car. 3.3.5. 

94. Car. 3.3.6—7. The list here is in descending order of significance, q. v. Car. 
3.3.10. 

95. These conditions are consistent with epidemic outbreaks of cholera from con- 
taminated water supply, malaria from Anopheles mosquito infestation, etc. 

96. Car. 3.3.13. 

97. Car. 3.3.19. 
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hordes to strike. The curses of gurus, elders, accompHshed ones, and 
others are also caused by improper behavior rooted in adharma. '^^ 
Prajna-'paradha is the source of both adharma and asat-karman, 
which lead to catastrophy. Adharma may be either mediated or man- 
ifest by improper actions, and may simply refer to asat-karman en 
masse. 

The following, drawn from Car. 4.1, elucidates the nature of 
prajna- 'paradha. 

Prajna-paradha is considered to refer to that deed which, lacking in concen- 
tration, resolve and memory, causes harm. It provokes all the dosas.^^ 

Among these "violations of good sense" are the following: 

forcing and suppressing the natural excretory urge 

reckless behavior and too much attention to women 

doing something either too late or something that should not be done 

(mithya-karman) 
violating social custom and insulting venerable men 

indulging in what one knows to be unhealthy, in psychotropic drugs, and 

what is contrary to one's beliefs 
roaming about at improper times and in improper places 
friendship with those who wreak havoc 
ignoring what one's senses tell him and valid experience 
jealousy, vanity, fear, anger, greed, fatuation, intoxication, and confusion or 

a blameworthy deed (karman) derived from these 
a blameworthy bodily activity or any other such deed (karman) produced by 

passion or fatuation — 

The learned call these prajna-'paradhay and they are the cause of disease. 
These are defective discriminations of the judgmental faculty (buddhi% and 
they bring on distress. They are known as prajna-*paradha because they are 
in the field relating to mind (manas). 

This formulation of prajna-'paradha, unique in Ayurveda, faciliated 
Atreya's unparalleled emphasis on clinical empiricism over dog- 
matism and his subordination of supernatural etiology. While village 
burning and a murder committed in a prior life readily came to mind 
for Cakrapanidatta in the eleventh century as he sought to understand 
the significance of the term karman in Car. 3.3.13, they in fact belie 
Atreya's predilection for addressing more mundane activities in the 
world of the present over obtuse speculation on karma rooted in the 
distant past. 

98. Car. 3.3.20-23. 

99. Car. 4.1.102. ¥or sarva-dosa, Cakrapanidatta includes m;Vt5 sndtamas with vata, 

pitta, and kapha. 

100. Car. 4.1.103-109. 



Copyrighted material 



5 

The Theory of Reincarnation 
among the Tamils 



GEORGE L. HART, III 



The culture of Tamilnad comes not from the Aryans of the North, 
though many elements from that culture were superimposed on Tamil 
culture, but from the megalithic culture of the Deccan. Th rouen the 
oldest extant Tamil poems it is possible to gain a fairly clear picture of 
just what Tamil culture was like before the incursion of Aryan ele- 
ments.^ While there are, of course, many different elements that go to 
make up a culture, we may discern three basic features of the culture 
of Tamilnad before Northern influence. They are the cult of the king, 
the power of woman, and a corpus of conceptions about death. It is 
this third area that this paper will discuss. 

Before the coming of the Aryan ideas, the Tamils did not believe in 
reincarnation. Rather, like many archaic peoples, they had shadowy 
and inconsistent ideas of what happens to the spirits of the dead. 
Their oldest belief appears to be that the spirit of the dead remains in 
the world ready to work mischief if it is not somehow contained and 
controlled. To this end, stones called natukals were erected to the 
spirits of especially powerful figures — heroes, kings, satis — where 
the spirits could actually reside and be propitiated. Indeed, the Tamils 
believed that any taking of life was dangerous, as it released the spirits 

1. See George L. Hart, III, The Poems of Ancient Tamil: Their Milieu and Their 
Sanskrit Counterparts (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 
1975). 
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of the things that were killed. Likewise, all who dealt with the dead or 
with dead substances from the body were considered to be charged 
with the power of death and were thought to be dangerous. Thus, 
long before the coming of the Aryans with their notion of varna, the 
Tamils had groups that were considered low and dangerous and with 
whom contact was closely regulated.^ It is important to note that 
these beliefs survive quite strongly even to the present. Not only are 
there many very low castes with whom contact is regulated (drum- 
mers, leatherworkers, barbers), there is even a low caste in Kerala 
called the Nayatis who erect stones to their ancestors, whom they 
believe to inhabit the stones.^ 

Another important consequence of the indigenous Tamil notions 
regarding death is belief in possession. In the Sangam poems, there 
are many verses that show that a despondent woman was thought to 
be possessed by the god Murugan. Today, there are possession cults 
all over South India and Northern Ceylon. Whitehead described a 
Westerner who inadvertently witnessed a possession: 

A was a stranger to the country and its ways. He was returning home 

late one night. . . . Missing his way, he strayed towards the shrine of the 
village goddess; and when passing the low walls of the temple his attention 
was suddenly arrested by a heart-rending moan, seemingly uttered by some- 
one in great distress, inside the walled enclosure. Impelled by thoughts of 

rendering help to a fellow creature in distress, A approached the temple 

wall, and looking over it, saw the prostrate form of a young and handsome 
female, of the better class of Hindus, lying motionless as death on the stone 
pavement. . . . Quick as lightning, a gaunt and spectral object, almost nude, 
bearded to the knee, with head covered by matted tufts of hair and present- 
ing a hideous appearance, emerged from the deep shadows around. The 
figure held a naked sword in one hand and a bunch of margosa leaves in the 
other. . . . [Upon asking a policeman the significance of what he had seen], 
he was told that the woman was the matron of a respectable Hindu family, 
who, having had no children since her marriage, had come, by the advice of 
her elders, to invoke the assistance of the goddess, as she was credited with 
the power of making women fertile. . . . The grotesque figure which had so 

terrified A was the village pujari, and a noted exerciser of evil spirits; 

and he was then exercising his art over the terrified woman in attempting to 
drive away the malignant spirit that had possessed her, and had thereby 
rendered her childless.'* 

2. Ibid., pp. 119-133. 

3. See A. Aiyappan, "Social and Physical Anthropology of the Nayadis of Malabar," 

in Madras Government Museum Bulletin, general section 2, 1930—37, pp. 13—85. 

4. Henry Whitehead, The Village Gods of South India (Calcutta: Oxford University 
Press, 1921), p. 120. 
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In Tulunad, it is believed that there are many spirits of men and 
women long dead who possess people and who must be propitiated in 
the body they have possessed.^ The fact is that both the spirits of the 
dead and gods may possess people. Indeed, there is evidence that the 
belief in possession through the spirits of the dead is older than the 
belief in possession by gods.^ 

The Tamils believe that the spirit of a dead man or woman remains 
in the world and able to act in some mysterious way. There is rela- 
tively little to fear from spirits that have not been wronged or that are 
not especially powerful because of the circumstances of their life and 
death. However, the spirit of a king, of a great hero who died in 
battle, or of a woman who committed suttee, as well as the spirit of 
anyone unjustly killed, would lurk in the world, eager to do harm or 
wreak vengeance. In order to contain these powerful spirits, stones 
were constructed where the spirit might be contained and propitiated. 
These spirits might act in many ways, but one of their most danger- 
ous manifestations was possession. It is significant that there is noth- 
ing in these beliefs that takes the view of the dead person. It is as if 
once dead, a man*s spirit becomes existentially so alien to life that 
there is no use attempting to describe the world he experiences. 

Even in the oldest Tamil poems, the so-called Sangam poems, there 
are verses describing a life after death in terms other than the above. 
Many poems depict a sort of Valhalla or warriors* paradise to which a 
man would go if he died in battle: 

How can battle rage now. 

how can warriors hold back advancing ranks? 

Touching the wounds of men who have died fighting there 

and smearing their hair with their bloody red hands, 

demon women whose forms are bright with color 

dance to the slow rhythm of the parai drum. 

The armies are being eaten up by vultures, 

and the two kings who fought furiously but justly 

have perished. 

5. Peter Glaus, "Possession, Protection and Punishment as Attributes of the Deities 
in a South Indian Village," Man in India 53 (1973): 231-242; Peter Glaus, "The Siri 
Myth and Ritual: A Mass Possession Gult of South India," Ethnology, vol. XIV, no. 

1, January, 1975, pp. 47-58. 

6. See G'. A. Deleury, The Cult of Vithoha (Poona, 1960), pp. 193-208. Deleury 
argues persuasively that the temple to Vithoba at Pandharpur arose around the me- 
morial stone originally erected to a hero named, Bittaga. 



Copytighled malertal 



THEORY OF REINCARNATION AMONG THE TAMILS 



119 



Their parasols droop down 

and their drums, acclaimed for their greatness, are ruined. 
In the large camp, 

where hundreds from different places were gathered 

so there was no space, 

there is no one fit to capture the field, 

and so the clamor of fighting has ceased 

suddenly, fearfully. 

Women do not eat green leaves, 

do not bathe in cool water, 

but lie there embracing the chests of their men. 

Those who have fragrant food, 

whose garlands are unwithering, 

whose eyes are unwinking, 

have guests as the world hard to get fills. 

May the fame [of the two of] you be resplendent!^ 

Another poem describes the treatment of men who did not die on the 
field of battle: 

The mean kings there died 

and so escaped the rite that would have rid them of their infamy: 

if they had died in bed, 

their bodies would have been taken, 

and, all love for them forgotten, 

to purge them of their evil, 

Brahmins of the four Vedas and just principles 

would have laid them out on green grass 

ritually prepared 
and would have said, 

"Go to where warriors with renowned anklets go 

who have died in battle with their manliness their support," 

and would have cut them with the sword.® 

I do not believe that this notion of a warriors' paradise was native to 
South India. For one thing, several poems on this theme associate this 
idea with elements that are clearly Aryan, like the unwinking gods 
with unfading garlands in the first poem quoted above. For another, 
the notion of a warriors' paradise simply does not accord with the 
practice of erecting stones thought to be inhabited by the spirits of the 
dead, a practice that is clearly older than the Sangam poems. 

There are several poems that describe reincarnation, of which some 
indicate that the belief is not well accepted. In Purananuru 134, for 

7. Purananuru 62. See s\so Purananuru 241. 

8. Purananuru 93. 
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example, the poet Uraiyur Enicceri Mutamociyar sings about the 
king Ay: 

He is not a merchant dealing in the price of virtue, 

he does not think, 

"What 1 do in this birth I get back in the next." 
No, because it is the way of good men, 
his giving is the way it is.^ 

In Narrinai 397, the heroine tells her friend that she will not die, even 
though her lover is away, for she is afraid that "if I die, and if there is 
another birth, I might forget my lover." In Purananuru 214, a poem 
that appears to have been influenced by Jainism, a king gives the most 
detailed description in all the anthologies of the theory of reincarna- 
tion. The king is about to commit suicide by sitting towards the north 
and starving himself (an ancient custom evidently not related to any 
North Indian practice). He says, 

"Shall we do good acts?" you think, 
O you who do not cease your doubting, 
your hearts without resolve, 
your minds unclean. 

A hunter of elephants may get an elephant, 

a hunter of little birds may come back with empty hands. 

If, indeed, for those high ones who hunt the highest 

there is reward for acts they do, 

they may enjoy their recompense in an eternal world. 
Or if there is no living in enjoyment there, 
they may not have to be reborn. 
Yet even if they are not born again, 
one thing is vital: 

they must die with a faultless body 

establishing their fame like a towering peak of the Himalayas. 

Presumably the elephant is entry to paradise or release from the cycle 
of transmigration, while the bird is remaining alive and experiencing 
earthly pleasures. Two points need to be made. First, the king is not 
starving himself to death as a Jain ascetic would, to gain release from 
samsara, but rather because his two sons are coming against him in 
battle and he is disgraced. Second, after he died, stones were erected 
to him and those of his followers who sat and died with him, and 

9. See also Purananuru 141. 
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those stones were thought to be inhabited by the spirits of the dead, a 
point made eloquently hy Pur ananuru 221: 

He had the ample fame of giving to singers. 

He had the great love to give to dancers. 

He had a just sceptre praised by the righteous. 

He had steadfast love extolled by the able. 

To women he was gentle, to men, manly. 

He was a refuge for the high ones of the faultless revelation. 

But Death, caring nothing for his greatness and scorning his worth, 

took away his sweet life. 

Gather your grieving families and come, poets of true speech. 

We will abuse Death and say, 

"Mourning rests on the wide world, 

for he, putting on good fame, 

our protector, 

has become a stone." 

So strong was the belief that the stones were inhabited by the spirits 
of the dead that, in Purananuru 222, Pottiyar, who was told to go 
away and return to join the king in fasting to death only after his 
pregnant wife had borne a son, addresses the stone of the king upon 
his return: 

"After she who loves you, 

whose body is bright with ornaments radiant as fire, 
who no more leaves you than your shadow, 
has borne a glorious son, 
come." 

With such words you banished me from here, loveless one. 
Surely you will not remain silent, unmindful of me. 

Which place is mine, 
you who yearn for fame? 

One of the finest pieces in Indian literature on the theory of rein- 
carnation occurs in the Purananuru (192). The poet accepts the 
theory, but not in the usual mechanistic sense. Life is so mysterious, 
he says, that even though a man is responsible for what happens to 
him he must show compassion to others: 

All lands home, all men kin. 

Evil and good come not from others, 

nor do pain and its abating. 

Death is nothing new; 

we do not rejoice thinking life sweet. 
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If there is hurt, 

even less do we find it cause for grief. 
Through the seeing of the able ones 
we have come to know that hard life takes its course 
■ as if it were a raft upon the waters of a mighty river 
ever roaring and beating on rocks 
after cold drops pour from flashing skies, 
and so we do not wonder at those big with greatness 
and still less do we despise the small. 

These poems of the Sangam anthologies can be dated to the second 
and third centuries A.D. By about the fifth century, the influence of 
the Jainas and the Buddhists had grown, and the literature shows a 
growing acceptance of the doctrine of reincarnation. For example, 
sections of the Nalatiyar, a Jaina work, describe the fate of sinners in 
the next birth. Poem 122 speaks of those who imprison birds: 

Their legs bound with iron, 

slaves of strange kings, 

they will work in black-earthed fields 

who bring and keep in cages 

partridges and quails 

that live in forests resounding with bees. 

Poem 243 is also interesting: 

Whatever soil you plant it in, 
the seed in the strychnine tree 
does not grow into a coconut. 

Men of the southern land, too, have entered paradise. 
The next birth depends on one's efforts. 
In the northern land too, 
many many men are worthless. 

The Tirukkural, which many believe was written by a Jain, also 
speaks of reincarnation. Verse 339, for example, says, 

Like sleeping is death. Like waking 
after sleep is birth. 

Verse 5 says. 

The two actions, good and bad, filled with darkness do not attach 
to those who love the fame of God's truth. 

In the Cilappatikaram the theory of karma has been grafted onto 
an older story, in which a sati whose husband was unjustly killed 
becomes a stone that must be propitiated and worshipped. The 
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author of this work, Ilanko, spoils the tragic effect of the poem by 
attributing all the misfortunes of the hero and heroine to acts in a 
previous life. 

It is important that in the history of the theory of reincarnation in 
Tamilnad, we can discern the Indian tendency to incorporate new 
ideas into a system by grafting them on the old, no matter how 
inconsistent the two may seem, rather than by discarding the old 
ideas. Thus the Cilappatikaram does not deny the older elements of 
the story — that Kannaki became a stone that was worshipped — but 
rather adds to that version the idea that she becomes a goddess in 
paradise. It appears that the indigenous notions of hfe after death 
were so unclear and inchoate that the theory of reincarnation, com- 
paratively well-defined and clear, was not felt to conflict with them. 
Moreover, the old ideas concern the fate of the living, while the 
theory of reincarnation describes the fate of the dead soul. Very 
likely, these different viewpoints of the two systems were at least 
partly responsible for their not being perceived as contradictory. 
Thus the theory of reincarnation did not in any sense displace the 
older beliefs about the dangerous spirits of the dead and possession. 

The history of religion in Tamilnad in the next few centuries is that 
of the emergence of devotional Hinduism and the disappearance of 
Buddhism and Jainism. I have argued that one of the most important 
reasons for this course of events was that Hinduism was able to adapt 
itself to native South Indian ideas regarding the king, woman, and 
death, while Buddhism and Jainism were not.^" In this regard, it is 
quite important, I believe, that while devotional Hinduism pays lip 
service to the doctrine of reincarnation, its popular manifestations 
never make very much of that theory. Rather, works that appeal to 
the mass of Tamilians emphasize the older beliefs. A good example is 
the story of the great sinner from the Tiruvilaiyatarpuranam. To a 
pious Brahmin and his good wife, a sinner was born "like a ship 
loaded full with murder and other cruel sins." 

When he had grown into a youih, 

the bad deeds [of former births] and lust, immense in its delusive power, 

attracted him and overcame his strength of will 

so that he desired her who had carried him and borne him from her womb. 

He began to sleep with his mother, and one day, caught in the act of 
violating his mother by his father, he took a mattock and killed his 

10. Hart, op. cit., pp. 71-72. 
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father. That night, he and his mother left the village for the wilder- 
ness. There they were surrounded by hunters, who took away the 
sinner's mother and money. 

As if he thought, "Who will go with my son 
now that robbers have taken his mother? 
Now I shall be his companion," his father came 
and held fast to him in the form of his great sin. 

[The sin] would weep "Alas!" It would cry out, 
"God, god, wretched, wretched is the punishment [for murder]. 
Help! Help!" Shaking its hands, it would dash them on the earth, 
and, like a shadow, it would follow after him. 

It would not let him come near a sacred tank or place holy to Siva; 
it kept him far from good men. 

Nor would it allow the praise or the name of Siva to come to his ears, 
to come into his heart, to be uttered by his tongue. 

It went before him and behind him. 

It took hold of his garment and pulled him on. 

With his great sin he wandered, tormented by helplessness, overcome by 

anguish. 

Alone he went all over the earth, terrified and suffering. 

Finally, "Siva showed his grace, his sin dwindled and dwindled, and 
he drew^ near Madurai." Siva and his wife, Aiikayarkanni, appeared 
before him as a hunter and huntress, and Siva asked him why he was 
so distressed. 

He stood pitifully and told how he had been born 

as the evil deeds he had done [in former births] bore fruit, 

how he had cuckolded his father and then killed him, 

how afterwards that sin had caught him, tormented him, 

and had not gone away no matter where he went, 

and how he had entered this city. 

Siva tells him that he can atone for his sin by performing devotions to 
the god Cuntarar (a form of Siva) at Madurai, and by rolling around 
the temple 108 times three times a day. After the sinner departs, Siva's 
wife asks him, 

"My lord, this wicked man has committed such a sin 

that he would not escape even if he fell for measureless time 

into 28 crores of hells. 
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Why, then, did you show him how he might escape?" 

And the one who rides on the red-eyed bull that is Visnu spoke: 

"Even though a man is despicable, not even frightened of the sin of murder, 
even though he deserves to perish with no support and no way of freeing 
himself, 

bound by a sin he did without fear, 

a sin so terrible that men are frightened even to think of it — 

saving such a man is indeed saving," said he whose very form is compassion. 

His wife replies, "If you wish it, then no matter what acts he has done 
a man can be saved. Such is the play of your grace." The sinner 
performs the devotions he has been instructed to do and finally 
merges with Siva. The piece concludes: 

It dispelled the sin of killing his Brahmin father and guru 
after loving his own mother, and it gave salvation. 
If it can do this, then how much more can bathing in this water 
cure diabetes, leprosy, dropsy, and consumption. 

When they found out that the great sin of the fallen Brahmin had been 

dispelled, 

the king, his ministers, the people of the city, others on the earth, 
and the gods in the sky were amazed, wondering, 
"What is the reason that grace beyond telling and thought 
was shown to this wicked one?" 

They shed tears, praised the Lord of four- towered Madurai, 
and were transported with bliss. 

It is immediately apparent that in this story, Siva works outside the 
system of reincarnation. He gives salvation without any regard to a 
man's karma; indeed, the heinousness of the sins of the Brahmin 
make him, in some mysterious fashion, a more appropriate object of 
Siva's grace than some other person with better karma. The religion 
described in this story is most emphatically not the devotion of the 
BhagavadgitUy where one becomes unencumbered by one's acts by 
laying their fruits at the feet of God. Here, no effort is required of the 
man who is saved. The escape from his karma is a gift given spon- 
taneously by Siva as a part of His play. The theory of reincarnation is, 
in a real sense, irrelevant to the religion of devotion in Tamilnad. 
I suggest that the notion of sin that is so prominent in the practice 

11. Parancotimunivar, Tiruvilaiyatarpuranam, Kutarkantam (Madras, Tirunelvelit 
Tennintiya Caivacittanta Nurpatippuk Kidakam, 1965), pp. 123-141. 
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of religion in Tamilnad was a complex phenomenon with roots in 
indigenous religious ideas. The ancient notions about death described 
above have far-reaching consequences: no one is so pure that he can 
protect himself from taint completely. Every man, no matter how 
careful he is in insulating himself from the dangerous forces carried 
by Harijans, menstruous women, and the like, is charged with some 
dangerous power that will produce negative results at some time in 
the future. ^2 Moreover, the state of being charged with dangerous 
power is equated in the mind of the devotee with a state of sinfulness. 
That is shown clearly in the story of the great sinner, where the sin 
actually takes the form of the ghost of the dead father and torments 
the future devotee. A sin is not simply an act that one has done in the 
past, leaving samskaras that must bear fruit. It is a real force in the 
world, existentially the same as the spirit of the dead, that clings to 
one because he has become vulnerable to it through some act.^^ One 
possible response to this condition is to attempt to insulate oneself in 
an extreme manner, elaborately ordering every act one does in order 

12. This, of course, holds only for the high castes. It is interesting that the Pariahs 
also have a notion of power that is dangerous to them. Dr. K. K. A. Venkatachari 
tells me that when he attempted to enter the huts of some Harijans in his village, they 
begged him not to because, being a Brahmin, he would cause their houses to burn 
down or some other misfortune to occur. See Edgar T. Thurston, Castes and Tribes 
of Southern India (Madras, 1909), VI: 88 ff. Because dangerous power has errone- 
ously been called "pollution" by most students of caste, it has been assumed that 
caste is imposed from the top downwards, and that if one understands the attitudes 
of the higher castes, one can understand the caste system. I feel that the opposite is 
true. Caste is a social institution necessitated by the need to insulate oneself from 
dangerous power. Those who perform the task of insulating are the Harijans. Hence, 
to understand caste, one must understand the culture and the ethos of the Harijans, 
something no one has done to my knowledge. 

13. See George L. Hart, III, "The Nature of Tamil Devotion," in Aryan and Non- 
Aryan in India, edited by Madhav M. Deshpande and Peter Edwin Hook, Michigan 
Papers on South and Southeast Asia, University of Michigan, 1979. That sins are 
tangible things that can suddenly cUng to a person when his condition becomes 
disordered is shown by an excerpt from a Tamil version of Srirangamahatmyam: 
When you sneeze, when you cough, when you yawn, when you spit, when a disease 
happens to your body, when you associate with sinners, when you say a false word, 
when you speak in accord with sinners, then if with cleanliness of the three 
organs — the body, [the mind, and speech] — you say with concentration, "Raiiga!" 
then no danger will befall you. . . . And what is more, even if someone is a thousand 
yojanas away, If he thinks of that holy place, that great man and the ancestors in his 
line going back to the 21st generation will become persons of merit [punni- 
yavankal], all the sins they did in former births having departed. (From $riranka 
Mahatmiyam [Madras, R. G. Pati Company, n.d.], pp. 11-12.) 
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to escape the disorder of dangerous forces. Indeed, such attempts 
were and are made by many high-caste people. Yet, even assuming 
that such extreme attempts to create order could be successful, they 
involve so much boundary-making, so much insulation from other 
human beings, that they appear antisocial and unethical to others in 
the society. Thus there is much literature in Tamil and allied languages 
disparaging narrow, ungenerous behavior. A good example is 
Purananuru 50, in which a wandering poet has entered the king's 
palace and, because he is exhausted, lies down on a flower-covered 
table, not realizing that he is desecrating the table of the king's drum: 

Its black sides glisten, 

long straps fastened to them faultlessly. 

They shine with a garland woven of long, full peacock feathers, 

blue-sapphire dark, with bright spots, 

and they are splendid with golden shoots of ulinai. 

Such is the royal drum, hungry for blood. 

Before they brought it back from its bath 

I climbed on its bed unknowing, 

lying in the covering of soft flowers 

that was like a froth of oil poured down. 

Yet you were not angry, 

you did not use your sword whose edge cuts apart. 
Surely that was enough for all of Tamil land to learn of it. 
But you did not stop with that. 

You came near me, 

you raised your strong arm, as big around as a concert drum, 

you fanned me, 

and you made me cool. 

Did you do that act, mighty lord, 

because you have heard and understood 

that except for those whose fame here spreads over the broad earth, 
no one can stay there in the world of high estate? 

It is not enough for a high-caste person to insulate himself from 
dangerous forces, for then he cannot show generosity and love to 
others. Indeed, a man who lives an excessively insulated life is a 
sinner in a worse sense than his counterpart who does not observe 
restrictions adequately, for he is responsible for the suffering of 
others. Thus he, too, becomes tainted: 

There is nothing more bitter than death, yet even that is sweet 
when one cannot give.^** 

14. Tirukkural 230. 
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In order to escape from sin, a high-caste man must both be insulated 
from dangerous power and be generous and compassionate.^^ The 
native system produces two dilemmas. First, no matter how one tries, 
he cannot entirely insulate himself from taint. Second, a man must be 
generous and compassionate in addition to being insulated from taint. 
Many in the past have written on the restrictions one must observe to 
attain respectability in South Indian society.*^ What has not been 
sufficiently emphasized is the corollary of this doctrine: a man must 
also be compassionate, generous, and a crosser of boundaries to be 
accorded respect. 

An ideal life, then, involves a careful balance between building 
boundaries and crossing them: one must remain insulated from 
dangerous forces while helping other human beings regardless of their 
position in society. The solution to this ethical dilemma was, in the 
indigenous culture, to elevate the king to a position in which he could 
do what other human beings could not. Thus the king had the power 
to shield those who followed him and who lived in his kingdom from 
the taint of death incurred by killing in battle and in the course of 
daily life: 

If the rains should fall, 

if the harvest should diminish, 

if the unnatural should appear in mens' affairs, 

it is kings who are blamed by this world.*"' 

Again and again the poems invoke the king's parasol as a symbolic 
agent that shields those in his kingdom from the destroying heat of 
the sun while emitting the cooling rays of the moon.^^ The signifi- 
cance of this figure is that charged dangerous power is considered 
hot, while auspicious safe things are cool. Thus those in the kingdom, 
and especially those who were devoted to the king and were willing to 

15. Some will argue that there is no conflict between the need to insulate oneself 
from taint and the moral imperative to be generous and compassionate. To take such 
a position is, I feel, to misunderstand the importance attributed to generosity in 
South India. Generosity means not only distributing wealth to the less fortunate, but 
eating with them as well. It is significant that eating is both the most dangerous act 
one does every day and the act which, more than anything else, one must share with 
others. 

16. M. N. Srinivas, Religion and Society among the Coorgs of South India (Oxford, 
1952). 

17. Purananiiru 35. See also Purananuru 20, 68, 105, 117, 124, 204, 384, 386, 388, 
389, 395, 39Z 

18. See especially Purananuru 35, 60, 229. 
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sacrifice themselves for him, were in a naturally protected condition 
and could devote themselves to generosity. It may be remarked that 
the difficulty of the Brahmins throughout Tamil history has been 
that, unable to be warriors and beholden to northern gods and ideals, 
they did not submit to the king and his powers as did others in the 
society. Thus they had to devote themselves excessively to building 
boundaries and remaining insulated, as a result of which they were 
regarded with considerable ambivalence by others in the society 
throughout history. The Sanskritization and Brahmanization that 
some anthropologists have seen in South Indian society is an errone- 
ous interpretation of the tendency indigenous to South Indian society 
to raise one's position by observing a delicate balance between build- 
ing boundaries for insulation and being generous. If men insulate 
themselves from dangerous power for the prestige they attain, they 
do so because of ideas that have been present in South India since 
before the coming of the Brahmins, not to imitate the Brahmms, who 
by their peculiar history have to build boundaries in a way that 
appears extreme even to others high in society. 

With the coming of North Indian ideas in the centuries after 
Christ, the practice of worshipping specific gods, such as Siva and 
Visnu, arose and spread rapidly. Since there were no indigenous gods 
upon whom these imported deities could be modeled,^^ they were 
likened to the king. The evidence for this is extensive and, in my 
view, conclusive. In the new system that arose, the god, like the 
king, was able to banish sin, or taint, in his devotees. Indeed, it was 
thought that sin was unable even to enter the god's temple. The only 
requirement was that one be a true subject of the god, that one 
manifest utter devotion and commitment. The sin that was removed 
by the god was none other than the taint of murder, often conceived 
in strikingly concrete terms, as in the story of the great sinner above. 
Nor could the new god destroy sin. Rather, he transferred it, making 
it inhere in something else. For example, in the Tiruvanaikkap- 
puranam, cited by Shulman, there is a story of a Pandyan king who 
inadvertently kills a Brahmin. "The king's hrahmahatya still stands, 

19. Srinivas, op. cit. 

20. There was a cult of the god Murukan before the coming of the Aryans, but that 
god was, in the oldest time, propitiated by a low-caste man called a Velan with 
dancing and with sacrifices. As the Brahmins wished to be the priests of the new 
gods, they could not model them on Murukan. 

21. I have treated this at some length in the forthcoming "The Nature of Tamil 
Devotion." 
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waiting for him, at the eastern gate [of the temple], where it receives 
offerings of salt and spices. Complete safety exists only inside the 
shrine.**22 Here again, it should be noted, the sin of the king is clearly 

identified with the spirit of the man whom he has killed. 

It was not only the Hve king that the new deities were modeled 
upon; they also derived some of their character from indigenous 
spirits and gods that were propitiated and contained to keep them 
under control. The new gods were not above being capricious or 
demanding blood sacrifice. Shulman cites a story about Kamaksi, the 
goddess at Kanci: "When the chariot of the Pallis was arrested at 
Kanci, the sacrifice of a woman pregnant with her first child induced 
KamaksT to make the chariot move again. "^3 One of the most popular 
stories of devotion in South India is that of Kannappar, who tears out 
his eyes and places them on the lihga to gratify Siva.^'* It is possible 
that this aspect of the new gods was modeled upon the cult of the 
ancestors of kings. Whatever the case, the new gods, like the indig- 
enous gods and the spirits of the dead, were sometimes capricious, 
were associated with blood sacrifice, and were able to possess the 
living. 

It is thus in two ways that indigenous notions about the dead come 
into the religion of devotion. First, the god is able to banish all dead 
spirits and taint of death from his domain and the hearts of his de- 
votees, and second the god is capricious, is associated with blood 
sacrifice, and is able to possess, like the spirits of the dead. Neither of 
these has anv connection with reincarnation. 

The ultimate goal of devotional religion differs with its adherents. 
In general, worship of a god provides a way out of the dilemmas and 
impasses created by the extremely rigid social structure of South 
India. An important aspect of this function has been discussed above: 
the god's power to remove the taint of death. It must be stressed that 
South Indian society is one in which social exigencies — caste restric- 
tions, family structure, pressure to conform in undesired ways, and 
other restrictions whose ultimate purpose is to insulate from taint — 
often clash with personal desires or with a sense of what is ethical and 

22. Shulman, op. cit., p. 385. 

23. Ibid., p. 62. 

24. See Hart, "The Nature of Tamil Devotion." For the story of Kannappan, see 
G. U. Pope, The Tiruvaqagam (Oxford, 1900), pp. 141-145 n. 

25. Peter Glaus has suggested that some cults in Tulunad are based upon worship of 
a king's ancestors. 

26. See Shulman, op. cit., p. 482. 
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moral. Indeed, this is true even of North Indian society, where the 
Bhagavadgita solves the dilemma by an appeal to duty over every- 
thing else. In Tamilnad, no easy solution was possible, for in its 
society from the earliest times, ethical notions such as generosity and 
compassion received an emphasis that they did not have in North 
India with its ascetic traditions. ^'^ As a result, in Tamil society guilt 
plays a predominant role: few are able to escape totally a sense of 
their own inadequacy at being unable to reconcile themselves, to the 
role that society demands of them. It is the function of the god of 
devotion to provide relief for such people, a relief that is psychologi- 
cally effective because of the commitment and abasement shown to 
the god. The channel for relief is power, but not merely a generalized, 
inchoate power. For the sins of the devotee are conceived in ancient 
terms: they are ultimately made of the same stuff as the ghosts of the 
dead that possess, spread havoc, and create disorder. The power to 
remove such sins must be of the same substance (though, since it 
belongs to the god, it is under control and can help the devotee). Thus 
it, too, is a power that can possess and that can, if not carefully 
controlled by devotion, cause havoc. 

There is, of course, a more sophisticated level at which devotional 
religion operates, a level reflected by such works as the Caiva Cittanta 
treatises, Ramanuja's commentaries, and some Sthalapuranas. At this 
level, the aim of worship is not mainly to provide peace of mind for 
people caught in a difficult social system; it is actually to merge with 
the god. It is true that these expressions of hhakti appropriated the 
North Indian system of reincarnation; however, they have done so in 
such a way that it remains essentially extraneous. In its most coherent 
formulations in North Indian texts, the system of rebirth is a mechan- 
ical one, the acts one does inevitably determining what happens in the 
future. The cycle of rebirth is, of course, inescapable so long as one 
has samskaras produced by past deeds that must come to fruition. 
The way out of samsara involves either the cessation of action 
( Jainism, the Ajivikas) or a realization of the true nature of existence 

27. I believe that the lack of emphasis on ethical subjects in ancient North Indian 

literature is at least partly occasioned by the ascetic traditions that flourished there. 
The Bhagavadgita uses the ascetic tradition to justify the adherence to duty in the 
face of an ethical dilemma. There is no ancient work of North India that I know of 
that, like the Timkkural, is based upon such ethical subjects as love, forbearance, and 
family life. It is significant that the two poems from Sangam literature that describe 
the life of an ascetic center about the great trs^edy that must have happened to the 
ascetic to make him leave family life (Purananiiru 251, 252). 
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(the Upanisads, Buddhism). By the time of the Bhagavadgita the 
solution to the dilemma of samsara is to transfer (sannyas) the fruits 
of one's actions to God, so that they are no longer binding. While it 
could be argued that in all but the first of these movements, the 

system of reincarnation is basically foreign, it is nonetheless undeni- 
able that it has been incorporated in a basic way into all of them. The 
truth of the Upanisads and the Buddhists, and the God of the 
Bhagavadgita, all include in their operations the system of trans- 
migration. For the bhakti movement this is not so. The relation of 
God to the system of transmigration is not made clear (except in a few 
abstruse treatises). Rather, the bhakti poets exclaim again and again: 

I struggled in the great whirlpool 

of birth and death. 
Overcome by desire, I fell into 

uniting with ornamented women. 
The Lord who has a woman for part of him 

made me join his feet. 
What that First One granted me 

who can receive?^® 

The system of transmigration has been adopted as an evidence of the 
irremediably tainted condition of man. God exists outside of it as an 
escape totally independent of samsara. One's efforts are made not to 
escape from rebirth, but rather to attain God. Thus in a famous verse, 
Appar sings, 

Even if I am born a worm, O kind one [punniya]^ you must grant 
that I hold your feet firmly in mind.^' 

The universe is God's play for the devotee. Even though he may 
pay lip service to the system of transmigration, he really believes that 
suffering is a test sent by God, not a result of his past actions. In the 
story of the Little Devotee, for example, God hears of the devotee's 
piety and decides to test him, much as the God of the Old Testament 
tested Job: 

In those days his [the devotee's] deeds of service went 
and attained the venerable feet of the Lord who dwells on Kailasa mountain. 
That Lord who rides the bull, in order to experience his love that never fails, 
came from his mountain as a fearful ascetic, his heart disposed to grace. 

28. Tiruvacakam 51.8. 

29. TQ\aram Atankanmnrai (Madras, 1953), vol. II, poem 5078. 

30. Tiruttontar Puranam Ennum Periyapuranam, comm. C. K. Cuppira- 
maniyamutaliyar (Coimbatore, 1953), verse 3685. 
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As part of his vow, the Little Devotee must feed the disguised Siva. 
When it turns out that the ascetic will accept only the meat of a 
first-born human male child, the Little Devotee and his wife kill their 
only son, cook him, and serve him. Finally, his devotion established, 
the devotee is merged with biva along with his wife and his son, who 
has been brought back to life by the God. There are many other 
stories in this vein, the purport of which is that life is a test to be 
passed through total and unswerving loyalty to God. Suffering con- 
ceived as the result of one*s past actions, while mentioned on occasion 
(as in the story of the Great Sinner), is clearly not an indispensable 
part of the religion of bhakti. Samsara itself is conceived not as an 
intricate mechanism for the recompense of one's acts, but rather as a 
nightmarish condition from which the only release is God. Nor can 
God be bought by action or even devotion. He acts in inscrutable 
ways and is not predictable. His grace is freely given. As Sahkara is 
supposed to have said, 

Birth again, death again, 

lying in a mother's womb again and again. 
In this samsara, very wide, without end, 

out of compassion save me, lord Murari. 

We have been able to delineate one element that helped devotional 
Hinduism defeat Buddhism and Jainism in Tamilnad. The heterodox 
religions put great stress upon the theory of transmigration, as is 
shown by such Tamil works as the Jaina Cilappatikaram and the 

Nalatiyar and the Buddhist Manimekalai. Even where such works 
expressed indigenous religious concepts, as when the stone for Kan- 
naki is brought from the Himalayas in the Cilappatikaram, they are 
not made part of the Jaina or Buddhist religion. On the other hand, 
devotional Hinduism paid lip service to the doctrine of rebirth, but 
incorporated into itself and, indeed, based itself upon the vague in- 
digenous ideas concerning death and the fate of the dead. Not only 
did it base the concept of sin upon the idea of the spirit of the dead; it 
also derived many important characteristics of the god himself from 
this idea. The southern religion of devotion was indeed a radically 
new religion in South Asia. 
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The Rebirth Eschatology and Its 
Transformations: A Contribution to 
the Sociology of Early Buddhism 

GANANATH OBEYESEKERE 



Introduction 

This paper will inquire into the origins of the karma theory in a 
somewhat unorthodox manner by ignoring the Hindu-Buddhist texts 
in which that theory is presented and describing instead the hypothet- 
ical and ideal typical manner in which the karma-rebirth theory prob- 
ably evolved. If my procedure seems outrageous it is, I submit, less 
hazardous and more rewarding than attempting to find the origin of 
the theory on the basis either of texts which have little or no reference 
to it (e.g., the Vedas and Upanisads) or of texts where the theory is in 
full bloom, elaborated by the speculative thought of Hindu- 
Buddhist-Jaina philosophers.* Many of the discussions of karma- 

1. The first version of this paper, written in 1975, included a long preliminary section 
entitled "The Gangetic Religious Tradition." Basically my thesis here favors ideas 

developed by scholars like Kosambi and others who viewed the samanic religions 
(Jainism, Buddhism, and Ajivikaism) as products of the Gangetic rather than the 
Indus area or the Brahmavarta, the region of East Punjab which was the locus 
classicus of early Vedism and Brahmanism. The samanas were speculative thinkers 
who systematized diverse existing philosophical and popular reUgious traditions 
(ideas from Mohenjodaro and Harappa, Vedism, and the tribal traditions of the 
Ganges region) into the great religions of the sixth century B.C. I am grateful to Frank 
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rebirth assume that it was invented by Indian thinkers, whereas the 
evidence I shall submit will show that rebirth theories are very wide- 
spread, both in fantasy, as Stevenson has shown, ^ and in the in- 
stitutionalized eschatology of tribal peoples in different parts of the 
world. In all likelihood, rebirth theories were found in ancient Indian 
tribal religions, probably in the Gangetic region where the great 
"heterodox" religions flourished.^ The Indian religious philosophers 
can be credited, not with the invention of the rebirth theory, but 
rather with transforming the "rebirth eschatology" into the "karmic 
eschatology," through a process of speculative activity which I label 
"ethicization." Even here the Hindu-Buddhist-Jaina thinkers had 
competition from the Greeks of 600 B.C., notably Pythagoras and the 
Orphics, who produced an eschatological scheme remarkably similar 
to the karma theory. This essay then attempts to view rebirth theories 
in comparative perspective and thereby to derive, in an admittedly 
speculative but logically rigorous manner, the process whereby the 
rebirth eschatology is transformed into the karmic eschatology 



Reynolds and Agehananda Bharati for comments on earlier versions of this paper. 
[Ed: The reader will find other related discussions of karma in Obeyesekere's article, 

"Theocilcy, Sin .ind Salvation in a Socicilogy of Buddhism," in Dialectic in Practical 
Religion, ed. E. R. Leach (Cambridge University Press, 1968).] 

2. Ian Stevenson, Twenty Cases Suggestive of Reincarnation (Charlottesville, Va., 
1974). 

3. I use the term "heterodox" advisedly. In fact, my thesis is that the great samanic 
religions were heterodox only vis-a-vis Brahmanism. These religions were the or- 
thodox traditions of the Gangetic region. It should be noted that the Kings of 
Magadha and Kosala were simply continuing the practice of the region when they 
patronized the Gangetic religions: it was a continuing religious tradition held in high 
regard by the people of the region. The same tradition was followed in the later 
history of Magadha, after it became the Maurya Empire under Chandragupta. Many 
scholars have had to justify the fact that Asoka became a Buddhist; they have been 
skeptical about the Jaina view that Chandragupta became a Jaina ascetic in his old 
age, or that Bindusara was an Ajivika. These accounts certainly fit in with our 
preceding discussion; the kings were personally committed to the ascetic religions, 
though Brahmanism was becoming increasingly important for state ritual. That per- 
sons within the same family should give preference to one of the three religions — 
Buddhism, Jainism, and AjTvikaism — is again expectable, since they were all part of 
an overall tradition of ascetic samanas indigenous to the region. 

The tradition of shifting allegiance from one samanic religion to another or extend- 
ing special patronage to one seemed to have continued till very much later. The 
Silappadikaram composed in South India sometime between the fifth and eighth 
centuries a.d. deals with urban merchant groups who belonged to the Gangetic reli- 
gions. The author of this epic is a Jaina; the protagonists Kovalan and Kannaki are 
also Jaina. Yet, Kannaki's father became an Ajivika, Madevi became a Buddhist, and 
her daughter, a Buddhist saint. 
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through the operation of the crucial causal variable known as ethiciza- 
tion. I shall then examine the kind of speculative activity in early 
Buddhist-Jaina thinkers that produced this transformation, which in 
turn will lead us to a discussion of some key features of the sociology 
of early Buddhism, Jainism, and Ajivikaism. 



The Rebirth Eschatology and Its Transformations 

I shall construct a model of a simple rebirth eschatology and show 
how this model gets transformed into the more complex eschatologies 
of the great Gangetic religions. I suggest that the hypothetical pro- 
cesses we delineate in the model will help us to clarify actual processes 
that would have occurred in history. My assumption here is that 
religious eschatologies are not unique creations of individual religious 
geniuses, but are also collective representations — socially shared ide- 
ational systems — which have their genesis in the social structure and 
the collective historical experience of a particular social group. The 
three great indigenous religions of South Asia — Buddhism, Hin- 
duism, and Jainism — have many features, particularly in the realm of 
ethics, psychology, and eschatology, which clearly express the views 
of religious geniuses like the Buddha, Mahavira, or Nagarjuna. Reli- 
gious geniuses, however, did not speculate in a socio-cultural vac- 
uum; they are themselves products of their times, and their views are 
constrained by the political and social circumstances of the periods in 
which they lived and, above all, by their own prior cultural (ideologi- 
cal) heritage. 

Jainism, Buddhism and later Hinduism are individual religions 
which nevertheless share the following common set of eschatological 
features: 

A theory of rebirth that postulates a cyclical theory of continuity, 
so that death is merely a temporary state in a continuing process of 
births and rebirths. 

A theory of karma that postulates that one's present existence is 
determined for the most part by the ethical nature of one's past 
actions. 

A theory of the nature of existence known as samsara, which in- 
cludes all living things in the cycle of endless continuity. 

A theory of salvation (nirvana), the salient characteristic of which 
is the view that salvation must involve the cessation of rebirth, and 
must therefore occur outside of the whole cycle of continuity, or 
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samsara. Each religion may emphasize different aspects of this es- 
chatology, and some even differ radically from others (e.g., the 
Hindu view of the atman, or soul, and the Buddhist view of the 
absence of soul, or anatta); but the main eschatological outlines are 
common to these three religions of South Asia. The term karmic 
eschatology refers to the first three characteristics of the eschatology. 
The karmic eschatology, it can be presumed, constitutes the common 
core, or base, of the three reHgions on which are built their respective 
ideological variations and doctrinal elaborations. 

The question that I pose is as follows: What is the genesis of the 
karmic eschatology and how did it evolve into its present form? I 
assume that the karmic eschatology did not emerge out of nothing, 
and 1 agree with Fiirer-Haimendorf that it evolved out of a prior, 
simpler or primitive eschatological scheme."* When we examine the 
karmic eschatology we feel that among its three features — karma, 
nirvana (salvation), and rebirth — the critical feature is rebirth. Why? 
When we look at eschatologies cross-culturally, we find that there are 
many primitive or preliterate societies that possess theories of rebirth 
but lack any idea of karma or nirvana in their eschatologies. Such 
preliterate rebirth eschatologies occur in societies as different and 
geographically remote from each other as the Trobriand Islands and 
the Igbo of South East Nigeria. We shall assume that Indian society 
also had a rebirth theory of a "primitive kind,** of the same type as 
that of Trobriand or Igbo, and that the karmic eschatology is a later 
development from this primitive base. We then construct a model of a 
rebirth eschatology which can be applicable to any society that holds 
a doctrine of rebirth. Thus, the model contains the fundamental 
structural features essential to any rebirth doctrine, minus those sub- 
stantive and cross-societally variable features found in any empirical 
case. Having constructed a primitive rebirth eschatology, we then 
perform certain operations which show how this model is trans- 
formed into the more complex karmic eschatology. The term "trans- 
formation" as I use it is a sociological notion more in the tradition of 
Max Weber than of Levi-Strauss or transformational linguistics. I will 
show how the introduction of a single causal variable — in this case a 
process known as ethicization — transforms the simple rebirth theory 
into the karmic eschatology. Existent rebirth eschatologies like other 
empirically manifest cultural structures show structural similarities as 

4. C. von Fiirer-Haimendorf, "The After-life in Indian Tribal Belid," Journal of the 
Royal Anthropological Institute 83 (1953): 37-49. 
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well as differences. Transformational studies cannot be performed by 
the use of concrete existent cases with their substantive variations; a 
model that draws out the structural features common to a variety of 
empirically existent systems must be constructed so as to show the 
transformational process. But the ideal model has to be contructed on 
our knowledge of existent systems. Therefore let me present the em- 
pirical cases that helped us construct the ideal rebirth eschatology. 

NON-INDIAN REBIRTH ESCHATOLOGY: THE TROBRIAND 

Trobriand have an inverted version of the conventional eschatol- 
ogy, for the Trobriand heaven is located in the nether world. Accord- 
ing to Trobriand, a new Ufe begins at the death of the individual, 
when his spirit, or soul (baldma), moves to Tuma, the Island of the 
Dead located "underneath." Here in Tuma the individual leads a 
pleasant life, analogous to the terrestrial life but much happier. Life in 
the other world is characterized by perpetual youth, which is pre- 
served by bodily rejuvenation. 

When the spirit, or halbma, sees that bodily hair is covering his 
skin, that his skin is getting wrinkled, or his hair grey, he simply 
sloughs off the old and takes on a new appearance — black locks, 
smooth skin, no bodily hair. The power of rejuvenation, enjoyed by 
spirits in Tuma (the nether world), was previously enjoyed by all 
humanity before it was lost through inadvertence and ill will. 

When a spirit becomes tired of constant rejuvenation after a long 
spell "underneath," he may want to come back to life on earth. To do 
this, the spirit leaps far back in age and becomes a small, unborn 
infant. Some of Malinowski's informants explained why the spirits 
become tired of their heavenly abode. They said that in Tuma, as on 
earth, there are sorcerers. Evil sorcery is frequently practised and can 
reach a spirit and make him weak, sick, and tired of life; then he will 
go back to the human world. However, one cannot ever kill a spirit 
with evil magic or accident as in the human world (where sorcery is 
the classic interpretation of death), since "his end will always mean 
merely a new beginning." These rejuvenated spirits, or little pre- 
incarnated babies, or spirit children, are the only source from which 
humanity draws its supplies of life. The spirit finds its way back to 
the Trobriands and there into the womb of some woman — but al- 
ways a woman of the same clan and subclan as the spirit child itself. 
There are different versions as to how this occurs, but no controversy 
about its actual occurrence. The main facts have always been "that all 
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the spirits have ultimately to end their life in Tuma and turn into 
unborn infants; that every child born in this world has come into 
existence (ibubHli) in Tuma through the metamorphosis of a spirit: 
that the main reason and the real cause of every birth lies in nothing 
else but in the spiritual action."^ 

NON-INDIAN REBIRTH ESCHATOLOGY: THE IGBO 

Igbo have a more complex eschatology. There are certain elements 
in the Igbo model that resemble the karmic eschatology, which I shall 
discuss later. Igbo have a polytheistic pantheon with various nature 
spirits, a mother goddess, ancestors, and a creator God who is deus 
otiosus. There is also a very important guardian spirit, Chi: 

a personal god whose role approximates to that of a guardian spirit; Chi 
determines one's fate on earth. On it is blamed one's failures. It is Chi who 
guides one to fortune or misfortune. God gives man choice, and it is one's 
Chi who leads him in the exercise of this choice.^ 

In addition to all this is a theory of rebirth. 

Reincarnation is cardinal in the religious belief of the Igbo. Its chief role is to 
give hope to those who feel they have failed to achieve their status goal. In 
the next reincarnation, it is strongly believed, a man has a chance to achieve 
his objectives. Transmigration, on the other hand, is conceived as the 
greatest punishment for the incestuous, the murderer, and the witch. 
"Ilodigh Hwa na mmadu" — "may you not reincarnate in human form" — is 
a great curse for the Igbo.^ 

Let me present briefly the outlines of the Igbo rebirth eschatology, 
as described by Uchendu. Unlike Trobriand, the Igbo are fully aware 
of the biological facts of conception, "but other factors are also in- 
volved in pregnancy and are much more important: the consent of the 
deities and willingness of dead lineage members and other friendly 
spirits to reincarnate themselves. The absence of either of these two 
agents renders conception impossible, the Igbo say."^ Thus, Igbo 
views on conception and birth are based on an assumption of rebirth; 
the ancestral soul is reincarnated in the womb of a woman (probably 
of the same lineage as that of the dead man, though the evidence is not 
clear on this point). In any rebirth theory the problem of the identity 

5. B. Malinowski, The Father in Primitive Psychology (New York, 1966), p. 32. 

6. Victor C. Uchendu, "The Status Implications of Igbo Religious Beliefs," The 
Nigerian Field 29:27-37 (1964), 35. 

7. Ibid., p. 34. 

8. Victor C. Uchendu, The Igbo of Southeast Nigeria (New York, 1965). 
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of the newborn in his previous birth is difficuh to determine. In 
Trobriand, where there is a perfectly closed cycle, the identity prob- 
lem is relatively clear: one is born in the same lineage and clan. But 
the exact kinship relationship is impossible to determine by normal 
human cognition. In the South Asian religions, the capacity for pre- 
cognition is the gift of special virtuosi. In Igbo, the diviner helps to 
identify the exact kin relation of the neonate in his previous 
incarnation. At death the Igbo soul, guided by his guardian spirit, 
Chi, confronts the creator. The creator presents the soul with two 
parcels, one of which contains "the desired social positions that the 
individual predicted during his Ehihi (prereincarnation social position 
that the individual predicts during his lifetime on earth)." The bargain 
with god includes such things as long life on earth, "intelligence, 
wealth, 'having mouth,' that is, the power of oratory and wisdom."' 
Those who fail to make the right choice by bargaining with the 
creator need not despair, for they can be reborn on earth again "and 
hope for better luck during the next cycle." Furthermore, unless he 
has violated a taboo the Igbo need not fear the other world, since 
Igbo have no conception of hell. Thus, if he has made a poor bargain 
with the creator, he can well afford to wait another lifetime. 

What is the nature of the Igbo afterlife? Fundamental to the Igbo 
(and Trobriand) is the absence of a notion of heaven and hell as a 
means of retribution or reward. The soul Joins the world of the 
ancestors, so that the invisible society is simply a continuation of the 
lineage structure of the earthly society. "In the Igbo conception, the 
world of the 'dead' is a world full of activities; its inhabitants manifest 
in their behavior and their thought processes that they are 'living.* 
The dead continue their lineage system; they are organized in lineages 
with patrilineal emphasis just as those on earth."^* 

Thus the Igbo afterworld is a reified version of the mundane social 

structure. After a sojourn in the afterworld the dead are reborn in the 

earthly social structure, except for those who have violated taboos. 

The latter have an inferior rebirth; they "are born feet first, or with 

teeth, or as members of a twin set — all of which are in themselves 
taboo." 12 

FORMAL FEATURES OF A PRELITERATE REBIRTH ESCHATOLOGY 

I shall now construct a simplified ideal model of a rebirth eschatol- 
ogy typical of preliterate societies. Substantive and cross-societally 

9. Ibid., p. 16. 10. Ibid., p. 17. 11. Ibid., p. 12. 12. Ibid., p. 102. 
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THE OTHER WORLD 




THIS WORLD 



variable cultural features are eliminated from the model, so that it is a 
culture-free representation of the rebirth eschatology. The model can 
be represented as follows: 

Birth transfers the individual from some otherworld (the invisible 
world) to the visible human world. Rites of passage at birth assist in 
this perilous transition. The human world into which the individual is 
transferred at birth is a world of suffering — in Weber's and Parson's 
sense of the term. During the individual's life in the human world, 
religious, magical, and other techniques help him cope with the prob- 
lem of suffering. Especially critical are so-called life-crises, where the 
individual is transferred from one social status to another. Each tran- 
sition tends to be viewed as a symbolic death and rebirth or, as Hertz 
puts it, as an exclusion followed by an inclusion in a new status.^-' 
When real death occurs, funeral rituals serve to transfer the individual 
once again to the invisible world of the dead. In some eschatologies 
the soul stays in the other world permanently, but in a rebirth es- 
chatology by definition the soul's stay in the other world is tempo- 
rary, for he has to be reborn in the human world at some time or 
other. It is indeed possible that the otherworld — in the sense of a 
sacred place where souls sojourn — may hardly exist or may be 
bypassed altogether; in this case the soul, soon after release from the 
body, seeks reincarnation in a new corporeal body in another earthly 
existence. In the ideal model of the rebirth eschatology, there is a 
perfectly closed cycle: a limited pool of souls moving round and 
round through time in a circle, as in the figure sketched above. 

13. Robert Hertz, Death and the Right Hand (translated by R. and C. Needham, 
New York, 1960). 
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Let us now sketch in more detail the formal features of a rebirth 
eschatology. 

The Structure of the Otherworld. Once the soul has surmounted 
death it may stay temporarily in some otherworld. What is the nature 
of that otherworld, and how is it structured? In order to construct 
another world human beings must perforce draw upon their experi- 
ence of the earthly society in which they live. This is particularly true 
of small-scale preliterate societies where the experience of individuals 
is generally limited to their own group. The image of the otherworld 
is based on this world. Yet, as Hertz points out, the otherworld need 
not be a replica of this one. Since it is a product of the mind, human 
beings could express through it their fantasies of a Utopia or a 
paradise, where suffering is eliminated. "It is or can be the realm of 
the ideal," says Hertz. Thus, three logical possibilities regarding the 
structure of the otherworld should be added to our model; it should 
be realized that these logical possibilities are empirically realized in 
actual rebirth eschatologies. 

The otherworld does not exist, or is a vague unstructured zone. 

The otherworld is more or less a duplicate of the social structure of 
this world (as among the Igbo). 

The otherworld is a paradise or Elysium or an idealized version of 
the mundane social structure (as among the Trobriand). 

In all of the foregoing there could be a special evil otherworld 
where violators of taboos, or those who commit specially heinous 
crimes (e.g., sorcery) are punished. In a rebirth eschatology the 
paradisal or Elysium notion of the otherworld cannot be a permanent 
state of bliss or non-suffering, since the soul's stay there is temporary, 
and it must be reborn on earth, which is conditioned by "suffering." 
Moreover, a real problem of explanation is involved in such es- 
chatologies, for if the otherworld is one of bliss, what motivates the 
individual to be reborn on earth? Malinowski's Trobriand informants 
realized this problem and gave him various different interpretations, 
such as the existence of sorcerers in their Elysium or plain boredom 
with paradise. 

Rebirth, Transmigration, and Metempsychosis. A rebirth theory, in 
my usage, must involve a cultural belief in rebirth in the world of 
humans. The perfectly closed cycle of the preliterate rebirth model 
(empirical approximation: Trobriand) is broken up when, on the em- 

14. Ibid., p. 79. 
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pirical level, the rebirth eschatology is associated with a doctrine of 
transmigration, where the soul sojourns in other spheres of existence 
outside of the human. Thus, Igbo have an addition to the rebirth 
eschatology, a transmigration theory to account for a class of indi- 
viduals barred from human reincarnation. A transmigration theory, 
without rebirth, should not be confused with a rebirth eschatology. 

The Absence of "Ethicization/' Let me add another feature to the 
rebirth model sketched above: the absence of the religious evaluation 
of moral and ethical action, or "ethicization." Analytically viewed, 
morality and religion are separate spheres of action. Morality deals 
with the evaluation of social action in terms of "good" and "bad." I 
suggest that in the ideal rebirth eschatology there is no ethicization: 
morally wrong actions are not religiously wrong actions, and ethi- 
cally good actions are not religiously good actions. The analytical 
distinction between ethics and religion is maintained in the ideal 
model. At death the individual is transferred to the otherworld irre- 
spective of the nature of the good and bad done by him in this world. 
Using ethical terminology from the great religions, the otherworld is 
for saint and sinner alike. There is no notion of ethical compensation 
or reward, that is, sin and merit. "Sin" is defined as the violation of 
an ethical norm, which is ipso facto a religious norm; "merit" is the 
conformity to an ethical norm which is also a religious norm. Both 
are religious assessments of moral action absent from the ideal rebirth 
eschatology. 

Ideal models or types, as Weber realized, are never duplicated in 
reality; only type approximation is possible. The utility of the ideal 
model is that it permits us, among other things, to deal with causal 
variables that transform the model into another type. This is what we 
propose doing. What are the causal variables that transform the pre- 
literate rebirth eschatology into the karmic eschatology of the three 
great South Asian religions? The critical variable, I postulate, is the 
presence of ethicization in the latter. If the preliterate rebirth model is 
ethicized it must transform itself into the karmic eschatology. In 
order to show how this occurs it is necessary to spell out in more 
detail the concept of ethicization. 

Sin and merit, we noted, are absent from the rebirth eschatology; 
sin, in the sense in which we have defined it, presupposes an ethiciza- 
tion of the religious life. Social action is always normatively 
sanctioned, but in the prehterate model such normative sanction is 
dependent on a secular rather than a religious morality. For example, 
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it is always the case that an adulterer has violated a moral norm; but it 
does not follow from this that he has violated a rcHgious norm. In the 
great historical religions of Hterate civilizations, the ethical Hfe is 
systematically implicated in the religion so that any violation of an 
ethical or moral tenet involves simultaneously a violation of a reli- 
gious tenet. This implies that the religion has been ethicized, that is, 
converted into an ethical system. It is hkely that on the empirical level 
there is no religion devoid of ethical implications, but the systematic 
ethicization of religion is a product of evolution from a "primitive" 
base. How does the systematic ethicization of the religious life arise 
in the evolution of religion? This, it seems to me, is fundamentally 
due to the activities of a highly specialized priesthood engaged in 
speculative activity; or, as in the case of the biblical tradition, it may 
be due to ethical prophecy; or ethical asceticism may be operative, as 
in Buddhism. Literacy per se is probably of little consequence except 
in facilitating the process of ethicization. As far as the South Asian 
tradition is concerned, the intellectual climate from the period of the 
Upanisads until the time of the Buddha was conducive to reHgious 
and ethical speculation. 

THE TRANSFORMATION OF THE 
PRELITERATE REBIRTH ESCHATOLOGY 

When ethicization occurs, the rebirth eschatology must be logically 
transformed into a karmic eschatology in the following manner: 

Since ethicization implies the religious evaluation of moral action, 
actions that are morally good or bad are transformed into actions that 
are also religiously good or bad; that is, the notions of sin and reli- 
gious merit must develop. 

Inasmuch as any social morality must punish (with negative sanc- 
tions) those who violate moral norms and reward those who con- 
form, so a religious morality must also reward and punish. But in 
what manner? A purely social morality is concerned only with the 
earthly existence of humans. Since, by contrast, a rebirth eschatology 
entails other existences after death, religious rewards and punish- 
ments must extend to the whole eschatological sphere. This conse- 
quence of ethicization could be called "the principle of the condi- 
tionality or contingency of reward." 

In the primitive rebirth eschatology the otherworld is for all; the 
transfer to the otherworld depends on the proper performance of the 
funeral rites. But when this system is ethicized, entry to the other- 



Copytighled malarial 



148 



GANANATH OBEYESEKERE 



world must be contingent, depending on the ethical nature of a per- 
son's this- worldly actions. What is the logical effect of the principle 
of the contingency of reward on the structure of the otherworld? 

The otherworld must be transformed into a world of retribution 
and reward. If the rebirth eschatology possesses any concept of the 
otherworld — be it a paradisal one, as in Trobriand, or a replica of this 
world, as in Igbo — it must minimally split into two, a world of 
retribution (hell) and a world of reward (heaven). Thus, notions of 
heaven and hell are a part of the architecture of the otherworld where 
retribution and reward are meted out on the basis of an individual's 
this- worldly actions. The minimal logically expectable consequence 
of ethicization is the splitting of the otherworld into two; the actual 
number of mythic worlds will usually depend on the nature of the 
earthly social system. In Hinduism, for example, with its social struc- 
ture of caste, there are multiple stratified mythical worlds of retribu- 
tion and reward. When a religion is ethicized, notions such as heaven 
and hell must be invented. In every case heaven and hell are the just 
compensations for merit and sin in any ethicized religious system. 
The souPs stay in the otherworld is by definition temporary, or it 
may be bypassed altogether and the soul be reborn in a human world. 
But note: The earth in which the soul is reborn has already been 
ethicized, prior to the souPs arrival, so to speak. The earthly social 
structure into which the soul arrives is a place where the ideas of sin, 
merit, and contingency of reward have already developed as conse- 
quences of ethicization. Therefore, the operation of the principle of 
the contingency of reward must result in a good rebirth and a bad 
rebirth based on the quality of an individual's actions in this world, 
which inevitably must be actions during his previous lifetime. In 
other words, the human world itself must become a world of retribu- 
tion and reward: a proto-karmic theory. What are the nature and 
content of these good and bad rebirths? These cannot be predicted 
by the manipulation of the model, but one would guess that, on the 
empirical level, rebirth rewards would pertain to health, wealth, 
and high status (all culturally defined), while retribution would in- 
volve their undesirable opposites. These types of rewards and 
punishments — especially status and wealth — inevitably upset the 
scheme found in both Trobriand and Igbo, where the individual is 
reborn in the very same lineage he occupied in his previous lifetime 
on earth (and, by definition, in all prior lifetimes). If status and 
wealth are allocated as rebirth rewards and punishments, he must be 
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reborn in a position commensurate with his load of sin and merit 
rather than his lineage affiliations. 

We noted above that the world in which the individual is reborn is, 
as a result of ethicization, a world of retribution and reward influ- 
enced by the nature of his actions in a previous lifetime. But, logi- 
cally, his previous lifetime has been in turn influenced by a still earlier 
lifetime, and so on. Thus, ethicization of a rebirth eschatology, 
pushed to its logical extreme, links one lifetime with another in a 
continuing series of ethical links: which simply means that the South 
Asian theory of samsara and karma has fully developed. 

Ethicization results in a powerful "ontological" explanation for the 
necessity and nature of rebirth, a type of explanation absent in a 
simple rebirth eschatology. 

TTius far we have seen how the ideal primitive rebirth model logi- 
cally produces several elements of the karmic eschatology when the 
notion of ethicization is introduced into it. But the crucial concept of 
nirvana or salvation is not entailed by the ethicization of the rebirth 
model. We have deduced an eschatology where the karma-bound 
*'soul" wanders in samsara in a cycle of births and rebirths: compen- 
sation for good and bad is meted out in the otherworld or the next 
rebirth or both. The doctrines of karma SLndsarnsara have developed, 
but not the concept of nirvana. 

Nirvana, therefore, cannot be derived from the ethicization of the 
rebirth eschatology. However, the kind of religious specialists in- 
terested in ethicization would also be interested in pushing specula- 
tion further by concerning themselves with salvation. Some of the 
religious virtuosi of sixth century India certainly were. If and when 
this occurs, the form that striving for salvation takes is entirely de- 
termined by the ethicization process described here. I define "salva- 
tion" as "a state in which suffering has been eliminated." Pure bliss 
results from this state. It is the ultimate status a human being achieves 
and the final goal of human endeavor. Says Weber: "Not every ra- 
tional religious ethic is necessarily an ethic of salvation. Thus, Con- 
fucianism is a religious ethic but it knows nothing at all of a need for 
salvation. On the other hand, Buddhism is exclusively a doctrine of 
salvation";^^ and, one might add, later Hinduism and Jainism too 
have clearly developed notions of salvation. All these three religions 

15. Max Weber, The Sociology of Religion (translated by Ephraim Fischoff, New 
York, 1963), p. 146. 
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may define nirvana differently, but these definitions have one thing in 
common: nirvana has to be sought outside of samsara or the whole 
scheme of births and rebirths, and it must result in the cessation of 
rebirth and karma. I shall demonstrate that the Indian idea of salva- 
tion outside of the rebirth cycle is not particularly unique or "origi- 
nal," but is an inevitable logical consequence of the ethicization of a 
preliterate rebirth eschatology. 

Nirvana, or salvation, is the elimination of suffering. In many 
non-rebirth eschatologies suffering is eliminated in the hereafter and 
the soul enjoys permanent bliss. In these systems the following equa- 
tion obtains: heaven or paradise = salvation = elimination of 
suffering. In a rebirth eschatology this equation is falsified by the fact 
that the souls* sojourn in heaven must perforce be temporary (not a 
permanent state of bliss), and by the presence of suffering in the next 
human rebirth. Heaven at best is an alleviation of suffering, never its 
elimination; and rebirth clearly implies its presence. If so, salvation 
must logically and inevitably occur outside of the karmic and samsaric 
(rebirth) process. Nirvana is the abolition of rebirth and samsara; 
logically the one cannot occur within the other. Empirically, Bud- 
dhism, for example, defines nirvana as a "cessation of rebirth," 
"elimination of karma," for this very reason. There can be no other 
way of achieving nirvana except outside of the rebirth cycle. In other 
words, if nirvana, or salvation, is defined as a state where suffering 
has been eliminated (or, more positively, as a state of pure bliss), then 
it is logically impossible to achieve salvation within any rebirth 
theory. One must abolish rebirth in order to achieve salvation. This is 
not simply an idea that religious leaders have invented: they must 
invent it, since it is entailed by the logical structure of any rebirth 
theory. 

PYTHAGORAS AND THE 

ORPHIC mysteries: the greek evidence 

The preceding discussion could be clarified further if we move 
away once again from the Indian context to a comparative perspec- 
tive, this time to highly developed and ethicized rebirth theories from 
the Greeks of the sixth century B.C. and after. Let me briefly discuss 
two Greek eschatologies which clearly had karma- type beliefs, 
though of course not the term itself. Both Pythagoreans and Orphics 
believed in rebirth, though the details of their eschatological doctrines 



Copyrighted malcriai 



REBIRTH ESCHATOLOGY AND ITS TRANSFORMATIONS 



have not survived. The Pythagoreans were a tight ascetic order, and in 
view of the founder's own contributions to Greek science and math- 
ematics, they probably had a more intellectual religion than that of 
the Orphics. This is also evident in Pythagoras* positive relationship 
to the Apollonian cultus (he was known as "the son of Apollo"), 
whereas Orphism was rooted in the Dionysian mysteries.^* Both 
practiced elaborate food taboos, especially "meat eating and the 
spread of pollution through the medium of animal skins,**^^ though 
the Pythagorean taboos were more elaborate. Both believed in the 
purification of the soul through successive births. The Orphics in 
particular saw the soul as the prisoner of the body; "body was the 
tomb of the soul."^^ According to Aristotle, the purified soul, in 
Pythagorean theory, may become incarnate in the philosopher and 
religious teacher who then raises the level of others. Like the Buddha 
himself, Pythagoras, as a purified being, could remember his past 
incarnations and maintained that in his very last incarnation he had 
been Euphorbus the Dardanian, who, with Apollo*s help, wounded 
Patroclus.^^ Again utilizing the evidence in Plato's Phaedo, Burnet 
says "that there was an interval of seven generations between each 
rebirth, which, if we regard the myths which Plato puts in the mouth 
of Socrates as Pythagorean, were spent in purgatory."^^ 

Regarding conceptions of ethical compensation and reward in these 
Greek rebirth theories. Pollard says: "The Orphic priests explained 
that punishments in this life were awarded for transgressions in a 
previous one."^^ Farnell refers to an inscription attributed to the 
Orphics where a notion hke that of karma-vipaka is expressed, a 
series of purgative punishments whereby the soul is purified: "I have 
paid the penalty for unrighteous deeds." However there is no extant 
statement on Pythagorean ethics, though it would be surprising if one 
of the great speculative philosophers of all time did not develop a 
sophisticated ethic. It is clear, though, that both had doctrines of 

16. John Pollard, Seers, Shrines and Sirens (London, 1965), pp. 113-114; Lewis 
Richard Farnell, Greek Hero Cults and Ideas of Immortality (Oxford, 1921), pp. 

374-376. 

17. Pollard, p. 96. 

18. John Burnett, "Pythagoras and Pythagorianism", in Hastings' Encyclopedia of 
Religion and Ethics (New York, 1961), vol. 10, p. 526. 

19. Ibid. 

20. Ibid. 

21. Pollard, p. 100. 
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salvation which had little resemblance to the early Buddhist notion of 
nirvana but were not unlike more abstract conceptions like Nagarju- 
na's, or the Hindu mystical notions of identity with God. 

The consequences predicated by our model are found in Orphic- 
Pythagorean eschatology. A karma-type theory is associated with a 
rebirth theory, probably the result of the ethical speculation of reli- 
gious groups like the Pythagoreans and the Orphics. Both Orphism 
and Pythagoreanism have a concept of salvation, a mystical union of 
an abstract sort in the former, and a more personal union in the latter. 
However, according to the prediction made from our model, salva- 
tion in a rebirth eschatology must logically occur outside the cycle of 
births and rebirths, or samsara. Is there any evidence in the Greek 
eschatologies that this in fact was the case? There is no evidence as far 
as I could gather from Pythagorean religion, but the Orphic evidence 
clearly confirms our expectation. Farnell refers to an inscription on 
the Compagno Tablet found near Naples which reads like a statement 
by the Buddha himself: "I have fled forth from the wheel of bitter and 
sorrowful existence." A similar formula is preserved by Proclus* 
Commentary on the Timaeus: "To be released from the wheel and to 
gain respite from evil.**^^ It is therefore clear that the Greeks had not 
only a theory of ethical compensation and reward like that of karma, 
but also a concept of salvation occurring outside the samsaric process. 

EMPIRICAL OBJECTIONS 

I shall now raise two serious objections to the theory stated above. 
First, it may be objected that the model of the preliterate rebirth 
eschatology is too gross a violation of empirical reality to be 
methodologically useful as an ideal model. Second, it may be argued 
that my crucial concept of ethicization as a feature of religious evolu- 
tion has no empirical validity since recent studies^^ have attempted to 
show that preliterate religions are truly implicated in a moral uni- 
verse. In other words, empirical cases do not approximate to our ideal 
type of an amoral religious system. I shall now consider these two 
objections together. 

In the preceding account we have seen how the ideal model of a 
preliterate rebirth eschatology develops logically into a karmic one 
under the pressure of a social process known as ethicization. The 

22. Famell, p. 377. 

23. Guy E. Swanson, The Birth of the Gods (Ann Arbor, Michigan, 1968). 
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crucial characteristic of the ideal model, from the point of view of my 

analysis, is the absence of ethicization and the ideas of sin and merit 
derived therefrom. Now, ideal models are never found in "nature" 
(empirical reality), and the validity of the model depends on how 
actual primitive eschatologies vary from the model. In actual life there 
will be degrees of ethicization ranging between two ideal extremes, 
from no ethicization (zero value) to complete or total ethicization. 
My view is that the rebirth eschatologies of preliterate societies occur 
near the "no ethicization" end of the scale, whereas Hinduism, 
Buddhism, and Jainism occur near the other (total ethicization) end. I 
have not tested this hypothesis for a sample of primitive societies, but 
I should like to consider some of the empirical evidence. 

First, though I have used preliterate and primitive as convenient 
terms, the crucial distinction is between ethicized and non-ethicized 
in relation to rebirth eschatologies. If a rebirth eschatology is 
ethicized, it will produce a karmic eschatology. Thus, if Trobrianders 
converted their eschatology into a moral system, they would end up 
with a religion like Buddhism. It is irrelevant whether they are 
technologically primitive or civilized. However, ethicization evolves 
when there are specialized priesthoods, speculative activity, ethical 
prophecy, and other social institutions productive of speculative 
thinking; insofar as such institutions are relatively absent in simple 
societies, one would argue that, contrary to Swanson, primitive reli- 
gions are characterized by a relative lack of ethical systematization of 
religion. 

Second, in simple societies violations of the moral code are 
punished in this world by the legitimately sanctioned secular author- 
ity, not by some supernatural authority. However, when taboos and 
other ritual obligations are violated there may be immediate or au- 
tomatic punishment (disease, death, or the action of an angry ances- 
tor, ghost, or deity) or delayed punishment or both. But all moral 
laws — those ethical norms governing social action — are not taboos, 
though some taboos may involve violation of the moral code. For 
example, adultery rarely involves taboo, but incest often does and is 
also a violation of the common morality. At best, taboo is a "proto- 
religious ethic" which may coincidentally involve morality, but not 
intrinsically. I suspect that it is these fortuitous associations of moral- 
ity with taboo that led Swanson to conclude that morality and reli- 
gion are interwoven in primitive societies. 

Third, in primitive societies at most some special acts of immorality 
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may be singled out for otherworldly punishment, like murder or 
sorcery in Igbo. But there is no systematic attempt to incorporate the 
secular moral code into a religious one, so that certain kinds of im- 
moral deeds like slander, lying, theft, drunkeness, and sexual mis- 
demeanor are almost never invested with delayed supernatural 
punishment in most small-scale societies, though they are always 
ethicized in the great historical religions. It is interesting to note that 
when the Igbo meets his maker at death, accompanied by his guardian 
spirit, he has two packages — one containing his statuses in his previ- 
ous (just ended) life, and another, his aspirational statuses for the next 
life. What he ultimately obtains at rebirth is dependent on a "market 
mentality" — haggling and bargaining — rather than on morality. In 
contemporary Buddhist peasant societies, by contrast, there is the 
conception of the dead man confronting Yama, the Lord of the Un- 
derworld, who has a pair of scales to weigh the good and bad actions 
of the dead man in his earthly life. Similarly, in Zoroastrianism the 
good souls at death are guided over the Bridge of the Requiter by the 
prophet himself and are rewarded, whereas the bad are consigned to 
hell. In all of these religions those who have violated the kind of 
everyday morality listed earlier are punished in appropriate places of 
hellish torment. 

PRIMARY AND SECONDARY ETHICIZATION 

In the previous sections I have dealt only with the conversion of a 
social and secular morality (i.e., social norms governing behavior and 
conduct) into a religious one. This aspect of ethicization has, I think, 
been neglected by historians of religion who have, in general, focused 
on the investment of preexisting religious beliefs and practices with 
ethical and symbolic values. They have, for example, concerned 
themselves with the ways in which the Buddhists converted Rg Vedic 
and indigenous deities into moral beings, upholders of righteousness, 
gave the Vedic sacrifice ethical and symbolic meaning, and so forth. 
This latter process occurs in every great religion, but I believe that the 
former process is the more important one. In order to highlight the 
importance of the former process I shall call it primary ethicization; 
the imposition of symbolic ethical meaning on preexisting beliefs is, 
in my terminology, secondary ethicization. 

The Ethicization of Indian Religions 

In this present section I shall examine how ethicization occurred in 
early Indian religion. I shall deal with three problems: First, if the 
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karmic eschatology was indeed derived from an aboriginal belief 
system that was relatively unethicized, then it will be worthwhile 
examining contemporary tribal religions of India. If they lack ethici- 
zation now, they could surely have lacked it then. Furthermore, a 
lack of ethicization in these religions would substantiate our general 
view, contrary to Swanson and most anthropologists, that simple 
societies lack ethical religions in our sense of the term. I shall then 
consider the pre-Buddhist Vedic traditions of India in order to see 
whether these were ethical religions or not, since secondary ethiciza- 
tion of these beliefs took place in Buddhism. Then I shall deal with 
ethicization as a civilizational process with special emphasis on how 
that process occurred in the time of the great Gangetic religions. 

CONTEMPORARY TRIBAL RELIGIONS 

With reference to contemporary tribal religions, we are fortunate 
in having the foremost ethnologist of tribal India dealing with prob- 
lems of "morals and merit** in a recent book.^^ Haimendorf says that 
those groups that are least influenced by Hindu culture have 
"amoral** religions. Regarding the Chenchus: "Supernatural sanc- 
tions, though not easily evaluated, came to play a comparatively small 

part in promoting conformity to the accepted moral standards 

There is little to suggest that moral lapses are subject to supernatural 
sanction.**^^ The Reddis: "... the deities demand from man the ob- 
servance of certain taboos ... but the relations between man and 
man are to them a matter of indifference; there is no divine retribu- 
tion of crime or reward for virtuous behavior.* *2^ "The Kamars* at- 
titude to adultery is much the same as that of the Reddis .**2^ The 
Daflas: "While an appeal to supernatural powers is used to strengthen 
a peace-pact, there is otherwise no suggestion that gods and spirits are 
concerned with the moral conduct of human beings.**^® "The Apa 
Tanis are sensitive to social approval or disapproval, and the fear of 
being *shamed* is a powerful incentive to conformity. There is, on the 
other hand, no sense of *sin* and no corresponding desire to acquire 
*merit* in a system of supernatural rewards. . . . [Daflar and Apa 
Tanis] do not ascribe to their gods a general interest in the moral 
conduct of man.**2' 

Some tribes, like the Gonds, have notions of sin, but Haimendorf 
thinks these are newly introduced notions. 

24. C. von Fiirer-Haimendorf, Morals and Merit (London, 1967). 

25. Ibid., p. 23. 26. Ibid., p. 43. 27. Ibid., p. 45. 28. Ibid., p. 69. 
29. Ibid., p. 79. 
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When talking of such an offense against the accepted moral order the Gonds 
use the word pap, which in several Aryan languages means "sin." There is no 
Gond equivalent to this word loaned from Hindi, Urdu or Marathi, and this 
situation suggests that Gondi ideology originally lacked the concept "sin," 
as distinct from an offense against the customary law upheld by the notion of 
village and tribal councils but unfortified by any supernatural sanction. 

We have shown that ethicization, or rather its lack, is not simply a 
feature of our ideal model, but is also a feature of at least some 
primitive tribal reHgions of India. We have no idea what the tribal or 
aboriginal religions were like in Buddha's own time, but it seems very 
likely that they lacked ethicization, like their contemporary represen- 
tatives. But it should be noted that the Buddha, if not other samana 
groups, also helped ethicize popular Brahmariic religious ideas pre- 
vailing in the Ganges region, such as the sacrifice, the gods, and, as 
the evidence of Brahmajala Sutta and Tevijja Sutta indicates, the 
magical ideas of the Atharvavedic tradition. It will thus be important 
to see what the pre-Buddhist Vedic tradition was in respect to pri- 
mary and secondary ethicization. 

PRE-BUDDHIST VEDIC TRADITION 

When we examine the eschatology of the Kg Veda we are con- 
fronted with an unethicized religion. In the Rg Veda the chief place 
for the dead is heaven. The soul at death, driven by a chariot or on 
wings, takes the route of the fathers and reaches a place of eternal 
rest. The notion of heaven is a paradisal one: "There is light, the sun 
for the highest waters, every form of happiness, the Svadha, which is 
at once the food of the spirits and the power which they win by it, 
their self-determination."^ ^ The spirits enjoy material luxury, surUy 
milk, honey, ghee, and soma, as well as the delights of love. There is 
also music and singing, and a celestial fig tree where Yama drinks with 
the gods. 

This eschatology is a paradisal, not a retributive (ethicized) one. 
Even Yama and Varuna, who sometimes may appear as ethical deities, 
do not "punish the dead or judge them for their sins," but rather 
grant a kind of unconditional pardon: "the idea of a judgement of any 
sort is as foreign to the Rg Veda as to early Iran."^^ 

30. Ibid., p. 138. 

31. Arthur Berriedale Keith, The Religion and Philosophy of the Vedas and Upa- 
nishads (Cambridge, Massachusetts, 1925), p. 407. 
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The notion of hell "was present in germ" in the Rg Veda.-^^ It is a 
place under the earth into which Tndra and Soma are to hurl evil- 
doers, these being the enemy, robbers or demons. The Atharva Veda 
has the word narakaloka, "evil place," in contrast with svarga, 
"heaven"; the former is a blind, black place where female goblins, 
sorceresses, and murderers are confined. Here persons who injure 
Brahmins sit in streams of blood eating their hair. There seems to be 
hardly any ethical view underlying these notions: special offenses are 
listed, not general categorical ones as in the later religions. Persons in 
hell are those who have committed specially heinous crimes. This is 
an unethicized eschatology: the otherworld is for saint and sinner 
alike, except for special cases of demons and criminals. Entry to the 
otherworld is dependent on the performance of the correct ritual, 
rather than on the moral nature of one's this- worldly actions. 

Regarding the later Brahmanas, Keith has this to say: "The most 
convincing evidence of all regarding the almost purely ritual character 
of goodness in the view of the Brahmanas is that their concept of 
torment is inextricably bound up with the correct practice ... of the 
ritual."^"* It is true that at death a man is weighed in a balance to test 
the good and the bad, but this is not based on a social morality, as 
among the present-day Sinhala-Buddhists. It is based on violations of 
taboo and on ritual interdictions. This comes out clearly in the vision 
of Bhrgu in the Satapatha and Jaiminiya Brahmanas. There the per- 
sons punished in hell are those who cut wood without offering the 
agnihotra and those who kill and eat animals and even herbs without 
performing the correct ritual. In the Kausitaki Brahmana the animals 
take revenge upon a man in the next world unless he performs the 
correct ritual. Clearly, we are dealing with taboo violation rather 
than with religious ethics or morality. 

The Upanisads while belonging to the Vedic tradition were influ- 
enced by the speculative asceticism of the Gangetic region. Yet they 
prove that a sophisticated speculative religion need not concern itself 
with morality or ethics. T shall later discuss the reasons for this lack. 
This absence of ethical concern has dismayed scholars who, on the 
basis of later historical religions, are conditioned to think that a 

32. Ibid., p. 409. 33. Ibid., p. 410. 34. Ibid., p. 474. 

35. Ibid., pp. 474-475. 

36. A. L. Basham, History and Doctrine oj the Ajivikas (London, 1951), p. 242. 
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speculative soteriology must also entail an ethical soteriology. Thus, 
Paul Deussen, in his exhaustive discussion of the Upanisads, points 

out moral injunctions contained there: "The thief of gold, and the 
spirit drinker, the murderer of a Brahmin, and defiler of his teacher's 
bed: these four perish, and he who associates with them as the fifth." 

But Deussen is puzzled that only special cases are cited here, rather 
than a systematic ethicization. His explanation is naive: "Lack of 
generalization, as well as the rarity of such warnings in Upanisad 
literature, proves that offenses of this character were not common."^^ 
He also states that ethics have no objective or external work to do in 
the Upanisads, misjudging their ethical nature, since European reli- 
gious traditions emphasize external, non-subjective ethics. But he 
forgets that both Jainism and Buddhism had an external (i.e., social) 
morality radically different from the subjective internal "ethics" of 
the Upanisads. The fact is that the Upanisadic seeker of salvation is 
above and beyond common everyday morality. In the Kausitaki Upa- 
nisad the man who attains Brahman after passing by the river of 
immortality casts away his good and evil deeds; he is above all moral- 
ity, even above such heinous deeds as the slaying of an embryo and 
the murder of a father or a mother. One can therefore accept Keith's 
characterization of the Upanisads: "There is no attempt to make the 
theoretical philosophy a ground of morality of any sort."-'^ 

ETHICIZATION AS A CI VILIZATION AL PROCESS 

In this section I propose to examine the nature of the institutions 
that promote ethicization. I write in the sociological tradition of Max 
Weber, who was concerned with isolating general social processes 
from the flow of history. 

I shall deal with two fundamental and contrasting modes of ethici- 
zation of the ancient Indo-Iranian religious tradition common to both 
Iran and Northwestern India. I assume with most scholars that the 
type of religion characteristic of the Rg Veda also extended to Iran. It 
was also the religion that was subject to the Zoroastrian reform, while 
the Vedic religion, in the form in which it existed in the Gangetic 
valley, was ethicized by religious reformers like the Buddha. The 

37. Paul Deussen, The Philosophy of the LJpanishads (London, 1906; New York, 
1966), p. 366. 

38. Ibid., pp. 365-366. 
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Buddha not only ethicized the rebirth eschatology but also gave a 
radical secondary ethical interpretation to popular Brahmanic beliefs 
and institutions that prevailed in the middle Ganges. However, we 
are interested now not in the content of ethicization but in its vehicle 
and the mechanisms by which ethicization is expressed. 

The Indo-Iranian religion can be seen as belonging to a single 
tradition; furthermore, if the preceding interpretation of the Vedic 
religion is correct, it was not an ethical religious tradition. The ethici- 
zation of Indo-Iranian religion took place in two radically different 
directions: in Iran through ethical prophecy as it was manifest in 
Zoroaster's reform, and in India through ethical asceticism, which 
was part of the speculative asceticism of the samanas and wanderers 
of the Gangetic region. 

The Zoroastrian reform of the older Indo-Iranian religion is the 
typical case of ethical prophecy. Zaehner shows how the preexistent 
religion is rationalized to constitute a unified religious world view 
entirely ethical in nature. A fine example of this ethical orientation is 
a hymn that describes Zoroaster's vision of God, which transported 
him back in time to the beginning of the world: "Then, Mazdah, did I 
realize that thou wast holy when I saw thee at the beginning, at the 
birth of existence, when thou didst ordain a (just) requital for deeds 
and words, an evil lot for evil (done) and a good one for a good 
(deed)."^o 

In India the rationalization and ethicization of the preexisting reli- 
gious beliefs — Vedic and non-Vedic — was through a radically differ- 
ent process which, for want of a better term, I label "ethical asceti- 
cism." It should be noted that all asceticism is not ethical, much of it 
involving magical attempts to gain power and control over man and 
nature, in India at the Buddha's time as well as in ours. Ethical 
asceticism like prophecy is speculative, involving a rationalization of 
religion; very often this rationalization converts the religion into a 
moral system. A rational speculative religious ideology can exist 
without a systematic moral concern, but in both ethical prophecy and 
ethical asceticism these two factors are inextricably interconnected. In 
short, one can have rationalization of religion without ethicization 
but not ethicization without rationalization. 

40. R. C. Zaehner, The Dawn and Twilight of Zoroastrianism (New York, 1961), 
p. 44. 
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The spirit of the times indicates constant argument and debate 
among and between groups of wanderers and samanas. The suttas are 

full of references to these debates, which constituted the catalyst for 
speculation and religious rationalization. For example, Maha Saku- 
ludayi Sutta refers to a debating hall "where diverse members of 
other sects, recluses and Brahmins were gathered together," presum- 
ably during the rainy season/^ The substance and content of these 
debates are sometimes listed in Jaina and Buddhists suttas. 

It is out of this kind of cultural background that the great specu- 
lative religions of India emerged — the Upanisads, Buddhism, and 
Jainism. Yet, speculation is different from ethicization: the Upanisads 
produced a great speculative soteriology but not an ethical religion. 
In reading the Buddhist and Jaina suttas one is struck by the fact that 
the Jaina and Buddhist monks often congregated during vas, or at 
resting places during their wanderings, or in a park donated by a rich 
devotee. In other words, the Buddhists and Jainas had a lay congrega- 
tion which specially supported their own group: there were lay con- 
verts to the religion. In contrast, the other groups of wanderers, 
including the Upanisadic ascetics, had the general support of laymen, 
as any ascetic community would, but were not interested in lay con- 
version. Perhaps the real difference between samanas and wanderers 
may precisely have been this: the latter were concerned with the 
individual ascetic who has renounced the world to seek salvation; 
they were not interested in lay soteriology. I suggest that it is only in 
relation to a lay community that a systematic ethicization of a religion 
occurs. Let me spell this out with regard to the contrasting ethical 
orientations in Buddhism and the Upanisads. 

Indian writers usually explain ''upanisad" as ''rahasyam," "secret,** 
and Deussen agrees with this interpretation. It is an esoteric secret 
doctrine that the guru imparts to his pupils questing for salvation. 
The seeker of salvation goes to a guru and learns the secret knowl- 
edge: I suspect this orientation is true of many of the wanderer sects 
of the time. The secret esoteric nature of Upanisadic knowledge is too 
well known to require any documentation here. 

In Buddhism and Jainism, by contrast, there was an interest in the 
common man, in women, and in Sudras, that is, in a larger lay com- 
munity. As Durkheim said in a classic essay, the individual cannot be 

41. I. B. Horner (translator), The Collection of the Middle Length Sayings, vol. 2 
(London, 1957), p. 206. 
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a moral object to himself; the ground of morality is established in a 
social network. Egoism and morality are fundamentally opposed; 
morality is established only in our relationship with others."*^ This 
condition hardly obtains in the Upanisads, where the emphasis is on 
the individual's quest for his own salvation rather than the welfare of 
the group. This is to say, not that ethics are absent in these doctrines, 
but that they lack systematic ethicization. Social morality is at best 
irrelevant for salvation, and in some instances it is a hindrance insofar 
as a social morality links a person to his group, whereas salvation for 
the Upanisadic ascetic is the removal of himself from the group. 

Weber was wrong when he stated that in Buddhism the personal 
certitudo salutis rather than the welfare of the neighbor was the issue. 
Such a stance constitutes the rationale for ascetic withdrawal from the 
world. One could assume that retreat from the world must surely be 
related to personal striving for salvation. This was obviously one of 
the goals of early Buddhism, and perhaps the most important one. 
Nevertheless, another goal was conversion, proselytization, and the 
establishment of a lay community. But the ascetic withdrawal from 
the world with its goal of personal salvation must be reconciled with 
the establishment of communication between laity and monk. This 
has been a major dilemma in Buddhism and Jainism and also, as 
Basham has shown, in Ajivikaism"^^^ — the reconciliation of personal 
striving for salvation with the welfare of the neighbor. One answer 
was the classic differentiation of monks into certain categories: vipas- 
sana dhura—grantha dura (calling of meditation— calling of study); 
vanavasins—gramavasin (forest dwellers— community dwellers). The 
first category is associated with individual salvation; the latter is in- 
volved in the lay community. 

While there have always been problems in reconciling the goal of 
the ascetic renunciation with the demands of the laity, there is not the 
slightest doubt that Buddhism was never an exclusive "monks' reli- 
gion." The Buddha's own dilemma comes out in the early sermon, 
Ariyapariyesana Sutta.'^^ There he recognized that his doctrine was 
difficult and for the few, and he was reluctant to preach it to the 
world. By not preaching he would have opted for the goal of personal 
salvation — in the Buddha mythology that of a pacceka Buddha. But 
after Brahma interceded he opted for the "welfare and happiness of 

42. £mile Durkheim, Sociology and Philosophy (New York, 1953). 

43. Basham, pp. 132-138. 

44. Horner (1957), pp. 203-219. 
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the many." The suttas are replete with statements that the religion is in 
fact for both monks and laymen. Thus, it seems to me to be 
incontrovertible that early Buddhism and Jainism and to a lesser 
extent Ajivikaism involved the following: Preaching to the world and 
the establishment of communication with the lay community — not 
only to obtain recruits for the order but also to establish a lay follow- 
ing; communication with the laity facilitated by the development of 
monasticism. Once the order was established there were communities 
of monks in various parts of the middle Ganges. When the Buddha 
visited a city, the monks who were already there gathered to meet 
him. Furthermore, during the rain-retreat (vassa) monks resided 
close to human settlements, where lay supporters also were already 
established. The texts have many references to lay disciples in the 
several places where Buddha preached; they assembled to hear his 
teaching, and sermons were uttered during a good part of the night. 
Thus, a crucial feature of early Buddhism was the public sermon, 
which has remained to this day as a vehicle for the communication of 
the doctrinal tradition to the unmusical masses. These public sermons 
were open to all, unlike the close esoteric world of the Upanisadic 
guru and his pupil. 

It seems clear that the laymen were part of the proselytization goals 
of early Buddhism. Social links between monks and laymen were 
established very early in Buddhism. It should be remembered that the 
term bhikku is not always to be translated as "monk," as social scien- 
tists have shown. Indeed, English-speaking Buddhists translate it 
generally as "priest." Difficulties in translation should not blind us to 
the sociological realities underlying the role of bhikku in the early 
period of the establishment of Buddhism. 

THE CONTRASTING ORIENTATIONS OF 
ETHICAL PROPHECY AND ETHICAL ASCETICISM 

The ethical asceticism that I have described is not simply a phe- 
nomenon of ancient Gangetic religion. It has also set a decisive stamp 
on the South Asian religious traditions that were influenced by it, 
much as ethical prophecy influenced the religious traditions stem- 
ming from Islam, Zoroastrianism, and Christianity. This is a huge 
question, and I shall only deal with a few salient characteristics of 
ethical asceticism as they emerge when contrasted with its polar op- 
posite, ethical prophecy, developing Weber's argument.'*^ 

45. Weber, pp. 46-59. 
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The crux of ethical prophecy is that the prophet is the vehicle of a 
transcendental, unitary ethical deity whose message he communicates 
to the world. The ethical ascetic, by contrast, formulates his own 
message, derived from his own inward, contemplative speculation. 
Deities are external agents who at best validate or sanction the 
soteriological message, urging its establishment in the world. 

Flowing from the foregoing is the nature of the prophet's message: 
It comes from God, and is therefore a proclamation of the divine will. 
The prophetic ethics that ensue constitute a commandment. By con- 
trast, the ascetic's ethical message does not come from God; it is a 
precept to be followed because of its inherent rightness. The distinc- 
tion between commandment and precept are crucial to the respective 
religious traditions in which ethical prophecy and asceticism are 
institutionalized . 

Since the prophetic message is from God himself, his command 
brooks no compromise. Thus, ethical prophecy has an uncompromis- 
ing attitude to the world. Zoroaster sees his opponents as evil incar- 
nate; in the extreme case no mercy or quarter is shown, as in Islam or 
Zoroastrianism and in many sectarian traditions of Protestantism. 
The preexisting religion is viewed with intolerance, regarded as the 
worship of sticks and stones. Thus, Zoroaster denounces the soma 
drinkers: "Wilt thou strike down this filthy drunkenness with which 
the priests evilly delude the people/''*^ 

In ethical asceticism the ethical message, insofar as it comes from 
inward speculation, is vulnerable to compromise and revision. The 
rules of the monks' order were constantly being revised: the suras by 
contrast can never be revised. The attitude to lay religion is tolerant, 
skeptical, viewed as folly rather than as evil. Contrary to the opinion 
of recent scholars, Buddhism does not contain a theory of evil strictly 
parallel to the monotheistic one. The basic contrast is that the 
preexisting (or alien) religions are evil for the one, and folly for the 
other. This latter attitude emerges in early texts such as the 
Brahmajala Sutta and Tevijja Sutta in those sections that deal with the 
"base arts" of the Atharva Veda and popular "superstition." 

These respective attitudes characterize the tone of the religious 
message. The prophet's message is intense, emotionally charged, and 
expressed in condensed poetic language and metaphor, whereas the 
doctrine of ethical asceticism is ironic, reflective, and expressed in 
simile. 

46. Zaehner, p. 38. 
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The uncompromising attitude of the ethical prophet often brings 
him into conflict with the secular order. The prophet ethicizes a 
preexistent religion, and this often brings him into conflict with the 
established priesthood and the secular authority which is legitimated 
by that priesthood and religion. This was true of Jesus and also of 
Mohammed and Zoroaster, at least in the initial period of their re- 
forms. By contrast, ethical asceticism, lacking an uncompromising 
posture, does not threaten the secular order. It is neutral to that 
order, for it is dialectically open. 

The dialectical problem of trying to reconcile difficult doctrinal 
concepts with lay understandings was an ongoing historical process. 
The sociological significance of Milinda Panha (The Questions of 
King Milinda) is precisely this.'*'^ It shows this process going on five 
centuries after the death of the Buddha. Milinda, the King, represents 
arthuy the interests of the world, while Nagasena represents the 
dhammay in this case the Buddhist doctrinal position. The King's 
dilemmas center around three basic issues. First, how to reconcile 
certain doctrinal concepts like karma and nirvana with the realities of 
mundane experience. Second, how to reconcile certain features of 
popular lay Buddhism, such Sisparittas already accepted at the time, 
with doctrinal ideas. Third, how to reconcile popular non-Buddhist 
lay views with doctrinal Buddhism. Nagasena's achievement is in fact 
their reconciliation: the key doctrines are rendered intelligible to lay 
understanding and experience. 

47. I. B. Homer (translator), Milinda's Questions, 2 vols.. Sacred Books of the East 
(London, 1964). 
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On the night of his enlightenment, as he passed through a series of 
states of higher consciousness, the Buddha came to recognize that 
beings pass from existence to existence in accordance with the nature 
of their deeds (kamma). The refrain is frequently repeated: "Thus 
with divine, purified, superhuman eye he sees beings passing away 
and being reborn (upapajjamane). He knows that beings are inferior, 
exalted, beautiful, ugly, well-faring, ill-faring according to (the con- 
sequences of) their kamma/'^ Men are heirs to what they do. 

If we are fully to understand the sense in which men are considered 
heirs to their kamma, and the way in which they pass from existence 
to existence, brief consideration must first be given to the Buddha's 
understanding of the nature of man himself. According to the Pali 
canon, man is made of five aggregates, or khandhas. These arc the 
material body, feelings, perception, predispositions, and conscious- 
ness. At any given time man is but a temporary combination of these 
aggregates; for the khandhas are subject to continual change. A per- 
son does not remain the same for any two consecutive instants. The 
Buddhists deny that any of the aggregates individually or in combina- 

l. Majjhima-Nikaya (M) 1.183. Cf. M 1.23; 1.482; 2.31; 3.99; etc. Sometimes the 

formula is placed in the mouth of the Buddha, and at others it is descriptive of him. 
Unless otherwise noted, all citations of the Pali texts refer to the editions of the Pah 
Text Society (PTS). 
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tion may be considered to be an ego, self, or soul (atta). Indeed, it is 
erroneous to postulate any real, lasting unity behind the elements that 
make up an individual. The Buddha taught that belief in a self behind 

the khandhas results in egoism, attachment, craving, and hence in 
suffering. Thus he taught the doctrine o{ anatta, that is, the doctrine 
that there is no permanent self, in order to draw people away from 
their egoistic attachments. 

Nonetheless, under certain circumstances Gotama was not so ready 
to deny the existence of the atta. Thus, in Samyutta-Nikaya (S) 4.400— 
401, an encounter between the Buddha and Vacchagotta is de- 
scribed. Vacchagotta asks whether there is a self (atta). The Buddha 
remains silent. Then Vacchagotta asks whether this means that there 
is no self. Again the Buddha remains silent. Later the Buddha ex- 
plains his silence to his disciple Ananda as follows: If he had said 
there is a self, he would be open to the charge of siding with the 
eternalists. To say that there is a self does not fit with the Buddha's 
teaching of impermanence (anicca). On the other hand, to say that 
there is no self is to side with the annihilationists, who rejected any 
idea of rebirth as untenable. Since the Buddha himself professes a 
concept of rebirth, the denial of the self would only tend to confuse 
the uneducated. Thus, the Buddha takes the middle view and remains 
silent. 

The middle way which the Tathagata treads is spelled out in greater 
detail at 5 2.76. Here the interlocutor is a certain Brahmin. In re- 
sponse to his questions, Gotama points out the two extremes that are 
to be avoided: the belief that he who does the deed is he who experi- 
ences the result — this is one extreme. The other extreme is the view 
that he who does the deed is another individual than he who experi- 
ences the fruit. At S 2.19 the former of these two extremes is asserted 
to be the view of the eternalist (sassata), the latter being the view of 
the annihilationist (uccheda). The implication of the Buddha's re- 
sponse is that the being who experiences the fruits of a deed in one life 
is neither the same as nor different from the being who performed 
that deed in a previous existence. The being who is reborn is neither 
the same as nor different from the being who dies in a previous 
existence. As opposed to either of the two extremes, the Buddha 
teaches the doctrine of paticcasamuppada (dependent co-origination) 
as the middle way between them. According to this teaching, 

aggregation (sankhara) depending on ignorance, consciousness depending 
on aggregation, name and form depending on consciousness, the six organs 
of sense (ayatana) depending on name and form, contact depending on the 
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six organs of sense, sensation depending on contact, desire depending on 
sensation, grasping depending on desire, the process of becoming (bhava) 
depending on grasping, birth (jati) depending on the process of becoming, 
old age and death depending on birth; sorrow, suffering, grief, and despair 
arise. Thus is the origin of all this aggregation of suffering.^ 

Through this causal chain a connection is made between the doing of 
deeds and the later experiencing of their fruits, between ignorance 
and craving, on the one hand, and rebirth, on the other. Rebirth thus 
conditions rebirth. Indeed, in the traditional interpretation the for- 
mula of dependent co-origination is taken to cover three successive 
existences.^ But what is posited is a locus of points in a changing 
causal stream, rather than a permanent entity of any sort which could 
be said to transmigrate. 

The post-canonical but nonetheless authoritative Milindapanho 
(Miln.) is particularly concerned to emphasize this view, using a series 
of similes to illustrate the point.'* Let us cite but one example of the 
way in which Nagasena deals with the question of whether one re- 
mains the same or becomes another through a series of rebirths. He 
holds that the process is like that undergone by fresh milk from a 
cow. After a time it turns to curds, then to butter, and eventually to 
ghee. It would be wrong to say that the milk was the same as the 
curds, the butter, or the ghee; yet they are produced out of it. Just as 
there is no sweet milk left to be found in the ghee, so there is no being 
(satta) that passes from this life to another.^ Thus, although there is 

2. The full printed text of the paticcasamuppada is to be found at Vinaya Pitakam 
(Vin.) 1.1-2. In the PTS edition, the formula is abbreviated at Samyutta-Nikaya (S) 
2.19 and 2.76. For detailed treatment of the formula, see David M. Williams, 
"The Translation and Interpretation of the Twelve Terms in the Paticcasamup- 
pada," Numen 21 (1974): 35-63. The second link in the formula is understood 
by the commentators to refer to rebirth-producing volitions (cetana), or "karma- 
formations." 

3. See Visuddhimagga (Vism) 17.2 ff., znd Abhidharmakosa (Kosa.) 3.20 for classical 
interpretations of the paticcasamuppada. Here and in what follows references to 
Vism. will be by chapter and paragraph, following Visuddhimagga of Bud- 
dhaghosdcariya, edited by Henry Clarke Warren and revised by Dharmananda 
Kosambi, Harvard Oriental Series 41 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1950). 
References to Kosa. and its self-commentary will be by chapter and verse. For the 
Kosa. I have employed the edition of Swami Dwarkidas Shastri, Ahhidharmakosa 
and Bhasya of Acharya Vasubandhu ivith Sphutartha Commentary of Acarya 
Yasomitra, 4 vols. Bauddha Bharati Series, nos. 5-7 and 9 (Varanasi: Bauddha 
Bharati, 1970-1973). 

4. This example is taken from Miln. 40-41. Other illustrations of the point are at 

Miln. 46-48 and 72. 

5. Miln. 71. 
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no transmigration in the strict sense of the word, kamma continues to 
be effective within the locus which defines individual existence. 

Does this mean that in some sense kamma itself may be said to pass 
from one life to the next? This is the thrust of a question which King 
Milinda poses to the monk Nagasena. Once again Nagasena*s re- 
sponse takes the form of a simile: 

"What do you think about this, great King? Is it possible to point to the fruit 
of trees which have not yet produced fruit, saying: 'The fruit is here or 
there*?" "No indeed, venerable Sir." "Just so, great King, while the con- 
tinuity (of life) is uninterrupted, it is not possible to point to these acts, 
saying: 'These acts are here or there.' "^ 

The implication of Nagasena's illustration seems to be that once 

done, deeds continue to exist only through their potential to modify 

the continuity of life. The act (kamma) itself does not pass from one 

state to the next; it cannot be said to exist here or there. But since its 

potential cannot be prevented from actualizing itself in due time, it 

may be considered to follow a man like an unshakable shadow. 

The Visuddhimagga is explicit in stating that "the kamma that is 

the condition for the fruit does not pass on there (to where the fruit 
is)."7 

Similes such as those employed by Nagasena to explain the rebirth 
process were not fully convincing, however. Even Milinda, while 
applauding Nagasena's illustrations, repeatedly presses for further 
clarification. As Thomas Dowling notes: 

The wide agreement on the principle of karmic fruition for morally quali- 
hable deeds stands out in marked contrast to the disagreement that char- 
acterizes the various sectarian treatments of the mechanism whereby this 
principle is effected. . . . The wider doctrinal positions of several of the 
schools can often be understood in light of the schools' unique approaches 
to the explanation of the link up between deed and fruit. ^ 

The Puggalavadins, for example, believed that a personal entity, the 
puggala, exists. In order to avoid being accused of belief in an atta, 
they further maintained that this puggala was neither identical with 
nor different from the five aggregates. Rather, they considered the 

6. Miln. 71. 

7. Vism. 17.168. The translation is that of Bhikkhu Nyanamoli, The Path of Purifica- 
tion (Colombo: A. Semage, 1964). 

8. Thomas Dowling, "Karma Doctrine as Sectarian Earmark," unpublished paper 
read at the American Academy of Religion Annual Meeting at St. Louis, Missouri, 
on Oct. 8, 1976; p. 1. 
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relationship between the puggala and the aggregates to be ineffable 
(avaktavya). Moreover, it was their opinion that the puggala trans- 
migrates from existence to existence, thereby defining individual con- 
tinuity. It provides the connecting link between one life and the next, 
without which the principle of kamma could not operate. Its exis- 
tence is not a momentary state. That is, the puggala does not undergo 
constant change, dying and being reborn in each moment of con- 
sciousness. Yet it is nonetheless incorrect to hold that it remains the 
same from instant to instant. Again the matter is considered ineffable. 
The concept of the puggala is attacked by the Theravadin in the 
Kathavatthu (Kvu.).^ 

In lieu of the personal entity of the Puggalavadins, Buddhaghosa 
speaks of the rebirth-linking (patisandhi) of the present state with the 
immediately preceding state of existence — or, better, state of becom- 
ing. In the normal state of human death, the body gradually withers 
away like a green leaf in the sun, the sense faculties cease, and the 
consciousness that remains is supported by the heart-basis alone. This 
last moment of consciousness before death is known as the cnti vin- 
nana. Immediately on its cessation, contingent upon some kamma, 
conditioned by the cuti vinnana, and driven by craving and ignorance 
not yet abandoned, there arises in the mother's womb the first stir- 
ring of consciousness of the succeeding birth. It is known as the 
rebirth-linking consciousness (patisandhi vinnana). Not being car- 
ried over from the previous life, this rebirth-linking consciousness 
newly arises at the precise moment of conception. In other words, no 
transmigration of consciousness is being posited here, but rather a 
causally linked stream (sota) of discrete moments of consciousness. 
Buddhaghosa likens the relationship between cuti vinnana and 
patisandhi vinnana to that between a sound and its echo, or a 
signature-seal and its impression.^® 

According to the Mahatanhasahkhayasutta of the Majjhima 
Nikaya, the conjunction of three factors is necessary for conception 
to take place: there must be sexual intercourse between the parents, 
the mother must be in the proper phase of her menstrual cycle, and a 

9. See KvH. 1.198 and 1.160-161. For further elaboration of both the Puggalavadin 

and Theravadin positions, see James P. McDermott, "The Kathavatthu Kamma De- 
bates," Journal of the American Oriental Society (J AOS) 95 (1975): 424-425. See 
below for a discussion of the Vaibhasika and Sautrantika conceptions of the link 
between deed and fruit. 

10. Buddhaghosa's discussion of rebirth-linking and its ramifications is to be found 
at Vism. 17.158-173. 



Copyrighled material 



170 



JAMES P. McDERMOTT 



gandhahba must be present. In his commentary on this passage, 
Buddhaghosa explains gandhahba as the being about to enter 
the womb (tatrupakasatta), ready to exist (paccupatthito hoti), being 
driven on by kamma.^^ This interpretation is not to be taken as 

implying the existence of an intermediate-state being (antara hhava), 
however; for elsewhere Buddhaghosa writes that it is the person who 
is confused about death and rebirth who considers it to involve a 
"being's transmigration to another incarnation, ... a lasting being's 
manifestation in a new body."^^ Theravada was vocal in its denial of 
an intermediate-state being existing between death and rebirth.^"* This 
being the case, Piyadassi Thera's analysis would seem to be consistent 
not only with the text but also with Buddhaghosa's understanding of 
the matter. Piyadassi Thera maintains that gandhahha is simply a 
term for the rebirth-linking consciousness (patisandhi vinnana)y 
rather than for a discarnate spirit of any kind.^^ 

Among others, the Sarvastivadins, the Vatsiputriyas, and the Sam- 
matlyas disputed the Theravadin denial of an intermediate-state being 
(antara hhava) between death and rebirth. In the Ahhidharmakosa 
and its Bhasya (chap. 3), Vasubandhu argues the case for the affirma- 
tive in some detail. As he defines it in the Bhasya, the antara hhava is 
a being which is to be found between two destinies (gati). That is, it 
exists between the moment of death and the moment of birth, being 
bracketed by the five aggregates (skandha) of the moment of death, 
on the one hand, and the five aggregates of the moment of birth, on 
the other. The intermediate-state being itself is made up of five skan- 
dhas which proceed to the place of rebirth.^'' The antara hhava is 
further said to have "the configuration of what is to be the configura- 
tion of the future being. ... It is seen by the pure divine eye belong- 

11. M 1.266. 

12. Papancasiidam Majjhimanakayatthakatha (MA) 2.310. 

13. Vism. 17.113-114. 

14. See KvH. 8.2. The Theravadins were joined in this view by the Vibhajyavadins, 
Mahasahghikas, and Mahisasakas. These groups offered no clear positive ahernative 
to the concept of antara hhava. See Andre Bareau, Les Sectes Bouddhiques du Petit 
Vihicule (Paris: fecole Fran^aise d'Extreme-Orient, 1955), p. 283. 

15. Piyadassi Thera, The Psychological Aspect of Buddhism, The Wheel Publication 
no. 179 (Kandy: Buddhist Publication Society, 1972), p. 20. 

16. See Bareau, Les Sectes, p. 283. Also note Alex Wayman, "The Intermediate-State 
Dispute in Buddhism," Buddhist Studies in Honour of I. B. //orner (Dordrecht: D. 
Reidel, 1974), pp. lll-lil, for a discussion of the overall controversy. 

17. Kosa. 3.10. 
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ing to beings of its class. It has the force of magical power or act. Its 
sense organs are perfect. It cannot be impeded or turned back."^^ 

Vasubandhu goes on to suggest that it is this intermediate-state 
being to which the Buddha referred with the terms manomayay sam- 
bhavaisin, nirvrtti, and gandharva. The name gandharva is ex- 
plained as applying to the antara bhava because of its pattern of 
feeding on odors (gandhabhuk).^^ The intermediate-state being itself 
is not to be classed as a destiny on the level of the five gatis, the antara 
bhava being instead the access (sagamana) through which a being 
reaches its proper course of existence (gati). Spatially, the antara 
bhava arises in the place where death takes place.^^ 

Vasubandhu is careful to maintain that the intermediate-state being 
which he posits is not the same as the atman, the existence of which 
he denies. The atman is considered to be an entity which abandons 
the aggregates (skandha) of one existence, exchanging them for the 
aggregates of another, and which exists independently of the causal 
relationship between the dharmas.~~ By way of contrast, Vasu- 
bandhu's antara bhava is itself a karmically determined combination 
of skandhas, as we have seen. 

Given the existence of such an intermediate-state being, Vasu- 
bandhu proceeds to an explanation of how rebirth (pratisamdhi) takes 
place. ^-^ The Oedipal character of his analysis would do justice to 
Freud: driven by karma, the intermediate-state being goes to the 
location where rebirth is to take place. Possessing the divine eye by 
virtue of its karma, it is able to see the place of its birth, no matter 
how distant. There it sees its father and its mother to be, united in 
intercourse. Finding the scene hospitable, its passions are stirred. If 
male, it is smitten with desire for its mother. If female, it is seized 
with desire for its father. And inversely, it hates either mother or 

18. Kosa. 3.13-14. The translation is that of Wayman, "Intermediate-State Dispute," 

p. 231. 

19. Kosa. 3.40-41. The term gandharva is the Sanskrit equivalent of the PaH 
gandhabba. 

20. Kosa. 3.40. Ci. Ko'sa. 3.14. 

21. Kosa. 3.4. 

22. Kosa. 3.18. The appendix to chap. 8 (sometimes cited as chap. 9) of the A^oi^i. is a 
detailed refutation of the pudgala xcAatman theories. This part of the /Tom. has been 
translated into English by Theodore Stcherbatsky, The Soul Theory of the Buddhists 
(Varanasi: Bharatiya Vidya Prakasana, 1970). 

23. Kosa. 3.15. 
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father, which it comes to regard as a rival. Concupiscence and hatred 
thus arise in the gandharva as its driving passions. Stirred by these 
wrong thoughts, it attaches itself to the place where the sexual organs 
of the parents are united, imagining that it is there joined with the 

object of its passion. Taking pleasure in the impurity of the semen and 

blood in the wom b, the antara hhava establishes itself there. Thus do 
the skandhas arise in the womb. They harden; and the intermediate- 
state being perishes, to be replaced immediately by the birth existence 
(pratisamdhi). 

When the embryo thus formed is masculine, it clings to the right of 
the womb, back forward, in a crouching position; when feminine, to 
the left of the womb, stomach forward; when sexless, in the attitude 
in which the intermediate-state being envisions itself as making love. 
In effect, the intermediate-state being is possessed of a fully de- 
veloped set of sexual organs. It enters then, mascuHne or feminine, 
and holds on as suits its sex. Developing after it thus takes rebirth in 
the womb, the embryo then loses its mature sexual characteristics. 

In this view, as in the more psychologically oriented concept of 
rebirth consciousness, there is a stream of renewed existences pro- 
duced in accordance with the action of karma. This is the cycle of 
samsara. 

The usual position of the PaU Nikayas, accepted by Vasubandhu, 
is that there are five possible courses, or realms of existence (gati), 

into which sentient beings may be born. These five courses, or 
destinies — as the term is often translated — are listed in ascending 
order as (1) niraya, purgatory or hell; (2) tiracchanayoni, brute crea- 
tion, the realm of animals; (3) pettivisaya, the world of the shades;^"* 
(4) mannssa, men, human existence; (5) deva, the gods, heavenly 
existence. In some passages (e.g., D 3.264) a sixth category, that of 
the asuras is added between the shades and mankind. When but five 
courses of existence are enumerated, the asuras are usually conceived 
as denizens of the world of the shades. 

Of these courses of existence, niraya and the realms of animals, 
shades, and asuras are considered unhappy realms of existence 
(apaya, or duggati). Only human and heavenly existence are con- 
sidered relatively desirable courses (sugati). In contrast to the 

24. The term "hungry ghost," the usual translation for peta, is reserved for the 
particular class oi petas who are distinguished by their perpetual hunger. 

25. These five gatis are listed at Digha Nikaya (D) 3.234; Ahguttara-Nikaya (A) 
4.459; M 1.73; Culaniddesa (Niddesa 2) 550, etc. 
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Theravada analysis on this point, the common view of the Sanskrit 
texts is that the asuras occupy the lowest desirable state of existence 
(sHgati). 

The course into which an individual is to be born is largely deter- 
mined by the nature of his acts (kamma). Thus, when the Buddha 
sees men passing from this life in accordance with their kamma, he 
thinks: 

Indeed, these venerable beings who are endowed with good conduct of 
body, of speech, and ... of mind, who do not abuse noble ones (ariya), 
who are of right view, acquiring for themselves the kamma (which is the 
consequence) of the right view, after the breaking up of the body after death, 

they are the ones who attain happiness (or a good course, sugati), a heaven 
world (saggam lokam) . , . they are ones who attain existence among men. 
Indeed, these venerable beings who are endowed with misconduct of body, 
of speech, and ... of mind, who abuse noble ones, who are of wrong views, 
acquiring for themselves the kamma (which is the consequence) of the 
wrong view, they, after the breaking up of the body after death, are ones 
who attain existence in the realm of the shades, ... in an animal womb 
(tiracchanayoni), . . . who attain a state of loss (apaya)y a miserable course 
(duggati), destruction (vinipata), niraya.^'^ 

The gods too — and even Brahma, the creator — are not immune to 
rebirth in lower states of existence. Thus, Ananda explains to King 
Pasenadi of Kosala that even devas of the heaven of the thirty-three 
are subject to rebirth, and "whatever Brahma does harm (savyapa- 
jjha), that Brahma returns to the present state of becoming (itthatta). 
Whatever Brahma does not do harm (abhyapajjha), that Brahma does 
not return to the present state of becoming/ Dig/?^? Nikaya 1.17—18 
gives an account of the beginning of a cosmic period in terms of 
kammic effect. According to this account, with the dissolution of 
each world system, most beings are reborn in a world of radiance. 
After a long time, that world begins to revolve. Eventually "some 
being because of the passing of his span of years, or because of the 

26. On the asuras and their position in the Buddhist scheme of existence, see AHcia 
Matsunaga, The BnUdhist Philosophy of Assimilation (Rutland, Vt., and Tokyo: 

Charles E. Tuttle, 1969), p. 51. 

27. M 3.178-179. 

28. M 2.132. Louis de la Vallee-Poussin, The Way to Nirvana (Cambridge: Cam- 
bridge University Press, 1917), p. 83, observes in passing that "man and woman alone 
are usually regarded as being capable of sin or good deeds. The other states of 
existence, hells and paradises, are almost exclusively states of enjoyment, of reward 
or punishment." M 2.132 proves exception to this generalization, as do the numerous 
instances of good performed by the Bodhisatta in previous animal existences re- 
corded in the Jatakas. 
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waning of his merit (punnakkhaya), having passed from the radiant 
body, is reborn (upapajjati) in the uninhabited Palace of Brahma."^^ 
Similarly, other beings eventually fall from the world of radiance. 
Since Brahma preceded them chronologically, they erroneously con- 
sider him to be their creator, a view which he also accepts because 
they appeared in this world system only after he had wished for 
company. 

The beginning of the round of rebirth and, hence, of the cycle of 
cosmic periods is incalculable, according to the Buddha. It is like a 
dog on a leash running around the stake to which it is tied. There is 
no end to its circling.^** 

The course of one's existence, then, is crucially affected by the 
nature of one's kamma. However, kamma is operative not only in 
determining which of the gatis an individual will be born into but also 
as a causal factor with respect to certain differences between individu- 
als. Thus, at M 3.202-203, it is related that Subha, Todeyya's son, 
asked: 

"What now, Sir Gotama, is the cause, what the reason that lowness and 
excellence are seen among men. . . ? For, Sir Gotama, short-lived men are 
seen, and long-lived ones are seen; men with many illnesses are seen, and 
ones free from illness are seen; ugly men are seen, and beautiful are seen; 
weak men are seen, and mighty are seen; men of lowly families are seen, men 
of high families are seen; men of little wisdom are seen, and ones possessed 
of insight. . . . What now, Sir Gotama, is the cause, what the reason that 
lowness and excellence are seen among men even while they are in human 
form?" "Possessed of their own kamma, young Brahmin, beings are heir to 
kamma. . . . Kamma distinguishes beings, that is to say, by lowness and 
excellence." 

Appearance, health, wealth, and influence are all the result of one's 
past deeds. But what about one's caste? In the Sutta Nipata, differ- 
ences of name and clan are pronounced to be mere designations 
(samanna) settled by convention. Only the ignorant declare that one 
is a Brahmin by birth. "One becomes neither a Brahmin nor a non- 
Brahmin by birth./ One becomes a Brahmin by kamma; one becomes 
a non-Brahmin by kamma/'^^ In this passage the term kamma is used 

29. D 1.17. 

30. S 3.149-150. Cf. 5 2.178f, and S 2.186. 

31. Sutta Nipata (Sn.) 650. Edited by Lord Chalmers in Buddha's Teachings: Being 
the Sutta-Nipata or Discouyse Collection. Harvard Oriental Series 37 (Harvard Uni- 
versity Press, 1932). The rare form kammana, based on the consonantal stem, ap- 
pears here. The idea expressed is similar to that at Sn. 116-142. 
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with two levels of meaning. On the one hand, Gotama is saying that 
caste distinction is meaningless apart from the way a person acts. He 
alone deserves to be called a Brahmin in whom there is truth and 
righteousness. Even a poor man who is free from earthly attachments 
is, in truth, a Brahmin. A second level at which I would interpret 
the meaning of the term kamma in the verse just quoted from the 
Sutta Nipata is as a reference to past deeds working themselves out in 
the present (or future). That is, a man is a Brahmin in this life because 
of certain good works in a previous existence. The effects of kamma 
are here carefully differentiated from birth. One becomes what he is, 
not through birth, but rather because of his past acts. Birth or, rather, 
rebirth is hence but one of the effects of kamma. It is seen as but one 
element among many in the locus of instants in the round oisamsara. 
It is logically no more important than any other moment of existence, 
as is borne out by the formula of dependent co-origination (paticca- 
samuppada). 

Although each individual is heir to his deeds alone, the ripening of 
his kamma has consequences that reach beyond himself. That is to 
say, in any given situation the kamma of each individual involved 
must be in confluence with that of every other participant in the 
situation. Thus, for example, a fratricide could only be born of par- 
ents who because of their past kamma deserved the suffering that 
results from the violent loss of a child, who in turn deserved to suffer 
such a death at the hands of his brother as punishment for his own 
past deeds. It is a matter not simply of the kamma of the one son 
leading to his own death, but of the confluence of the kamma of both 
the parents with that of both their sons. With rare exceptions, such as 
in the Vidudahhavatthu of the Dhammapada Commentary, it is 
only in this sense of the confluence of the individual kammic reward 
and punishment of those involved in a given situation that it is possi- 
ble to speak of "group kamma'' in the classical Pali texts. 

Not all pleasure, pain, and mental states that men experience are 
due to previous acts. In response to a question raised by one Sivaka 
Moliya, Gotama replies that in addition to the effect of kamma 
(kammavipaka), "certain experiences (vedayita) . . . arise here 

32. This idea is clearly expressed at Dhammapada (Dh.) 393 and 396. Edited and 
translated by S. Radhakrishnan (London: Oxford University Press, 1950). 

33. Dhammapadatthakatha (DhA.) 1.337-361, especially 1.360. 

34. See James P. McDermott, "Is There Group Karma in Theravada Buddhism?" 
Numen 23 (1976): 67-80. 
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originating from bile, . . . from phlegm, . . . from wind, . . . result- 
ing from the humors of the body, . . . born of the changes of the 

seasons, ... of being attacked by adversities, ... of spasmodic 
attacks ."35 

Yet where deeds are performed intentionally, their fruition in time 
is inexorable. Sutta Nipata 666 declares that man*s kamma is never 
lost (na nassati); it comes back to haunt him.^^ In a similar vein, A 
5.292 strongly denies that intentional (sancetanika) deeds can be 
wiped out once accumulated, unless their result is first experienced, 
in either this state of existence or another. That kamma should not 
work itself out is as much an impossibility as that the mortal should 
not die. Not even Brahma, on the one hand, and Mara, on the other, 
are able to delay the inexorable fruition of deeds in due time.^® 

The reward (or punishment) fits the deed, good deeds bringing 
results that are in some sense conceived to be good or pleasant, evil 
deeds bringing unpleasant or painful results. 

The Mahakammavibhahgasutta provides further definition of the 
way in which kamma inevitably works itself out.'*^ In this suttay 
Gotama rejects the view that everyone who kills, lies, steals, and so 
forth will be reborn in an undesirable state. Indeed, he holds that 
some such individuals may even be reborn in a heavenly realm. Simi- 
larly, not everyone who refrains from immoral acts will be reborn in a 
good course. The sutta goes on to explain how this view can be 
reconciled with belief in the inevitable working out of the effects of 
kamma: practical experience shows us that in their lifetimes individu- 
als are capable of doing both good and evil deeds. Moreover, depend- 
ing on the circumstances, actions may come to fruition either here 
and now or in some future state. Thus the effect of a comparatively 
weak deed (duhbalakamma) may be superseded by the effect of a 
comparatively strong deed (halavakamma) or by the accumulated 
effects of a series of deeds. This means that although an individual 
may have been a murderer, a liar, and so forth, on death he may 
nonetheless arise in a pleasant state if the effects of his accumulated 

35. S 4.230-231. Cf. A 2.87-88, 3.131, and 5.110. 

36. Cf. Theragatha 143-144. 

37. Similar statements occur at^ 5.297, 299, and 300. 

38. A 1.172. 

39. The general principle is stated slzA 1.28-30, and again at M 3.66-6Z The canon 
is also full of specific examples of the operation of this principle. Among the many, 
one might note M 1.388; S 1.85; A 2.81-82 as but examples. 

40. M 3.207-215. 
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good deeds are sufficient to supersede the results of his wrong doing. 
The fruits of the deeds which have thus been superseded will then be 
experienced once the fruits of the deeds which have superseded them 
have been exhausted. 

It is in this sense that we must interpret the Buddha's analysis of 
kamma into the following four categories: (1) inoperative, apparently 
inoperative; (2) inoperative, apparently operative; (3) operative, ap- 
parently operative; (4) operative, apparently inoperative."*^ A deed 
that is clearly of slight ethical significance is called "inoperative, ap- 
parently inoperative" when its fruition is superseded, albeit tem- 
porarily, by a deed of greater ethical force. A deed, the effect of which 
is expected, is called "inoperative, apparently operative" when its 
fruition is prevented by the cultivation of another deed of the oppo- 
site character when one is on the point of death. An act of strong 
ethical force is called "both operative and apparently operative" when 
it bears fruit as expected. And, finally, if a deed, although cultivated 
when one is near death, is not expected to bear its fruit because of 
the existence of previous deeds of a different ethical character, it is 
called "operative, apparently inoperative" if it nonetheless comes 
to fruition. "^-^ 

This interpretation points to another element in the canonical 
Theravada view of kamma, namely, the belief that deeds done or 
ideas seized at the moment of death are particularly significant. Thus, 
in explaining how an individual who has broken one of the five 
precepts may nonetheless come to be reborn in a desirable course, 
Gotama suggests that it may be because at the time of his death he had 
secured the proper outlook."*^ However, this idea is not to suggest — 
as von Glasenapp does — that the final thoughts of a dying man "are 
able fundamentally to alter the value of the karma heaped up during 
his whole life."^^ In the balancing of accounts, a man's final outlook 
is given extra weight, to be sure. Nonetheless, the full force of ac- 

41. M 3.215: atthi kammam abhabbarn abhabbabhasam; atthi kammam abhabbam 
bhabbabhasam; atthi kammam bhabban c'eva bhabbabhasan ca; atthi kammam 
bhabbam abhabbabhasan ti. 

42. This interpretation follows Buddhaghosacariya, Papancasudanl Majjhima- 
nikayatthakatha, edited by I. B. Horner et al. 5 vols. (London: Humphrey Milford 
for PTS, 1922-1938), vol. 5, p. 20. 

43. M 3.214. Cf. 5 4.168, 302, and 400. 

44. Helmuth von Glasenapp, Immortality and Salvation in Indian Religions, trans- 
lated by E. F. J. Payne (Calcutta: Susil Gupta India, 1963), p. 50. Von Glasenapp 
regards this view as parallel to certain ideas expressed in the Bhagavad Gita. 
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cumulated kamma is not left out of consideration. In at least one 
passage, the Buddha seems to take the nature of the individual's 
thoughts at the moment of death merely as indicative of that person's 
general moral character throughout his life/^ 

A man's character as a whole is a most significant element in deter- 
mining how the effects of any given act will be experienced. A trifling 
deed done by an individual who is generally unscrupulous in his 
actions will have different consequences than will a similar deed done 
by one who is more scrupulous about what he does. Such a deed may 
drag the former down to a hellish existence; whereas in the case of the 
latter, it may work itself out entirely in this life. The time at which the 
fruit of a deed ripens is thus dependent upon the circumstances. 

In a section on the punishment of deeds (kammakarana) in the 
Ahguttara Nikaya, two classes of faults (vajja) are delineated: those 
which have their result in the present existence (dittadhammika), and 
those which have their result in a future state (samparayika). A man 
who commits a theft, is captured by the authorities, and is tortured 
for his crime, is an example of the former class of faults. The latter 
class is composed of those offenses of body, word, and thought which 
are rewarded through appropriate rebirth. Among these are five 
deeds that find retribution without delay (kamma anantarika).^^ Re- 
gardless of whatever other kamma may have been accumulated, these 
lead to hellish existence in the immediately following rebirth. With 
the exception of these five, any deed may lie quiescent for long 
periods of time before it ripens. Practical experience shows that the 
wicked do not always suffer for their deeds in this very life. 

It is also to be noted that the fruit of a deed may bud without 
actually ripening until much later. That is to say, a given deed may 
have both visible and future results, the results in this life being but a 
foretaste of what is to come. A liberal almsgiver thus becomes dear to 
many and gains a great reputation in this life, yet the results of his 
generosity come to full fruition only following his death when he is 
reborn in a heavenly realm. 

The great periods of time over which the rewards of a deed are said 
to be experienced is significant. This duration of rewards and 
punishments is stressed in Buddhist sermons and tales largely as a 
deterrent against evil, and as an inducement toward good. 

45. See Itivuttaka (It.) 12-14. 

46. These are matricide, patricide, arhaticide, intentional shedding of a Buddha's 
blood, and causing a schism within the Samgha. See Vin. 5.128; also note Vin. 2.193. 

47. A 1.38-39. Cf. 5 1.150. 
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As we have already seen, the state of existence in which an indi- 
vidual finds himself is largely determined by the nature of his past 
acts. Kamma is also active in determining the individual's moral 
status. Thus we might well ask whether any room is left for individual 
freedom. Or, is a man completely predestined in what he does? Does 
belief in kamma inevitably lead to fatalism? This is in part to raise the 
question of human nature. 

First, it is to be noted that Gotama's understanding of existence, 
and hence of kamma, was to a certain extent based on the observation 
of things as they are. Thus the series of suttas in the Samyutta Nikaya 
to the effect that as the earth is greater than a speck of dust, so the 
number of those reborn in lower lives outnumbers those reborn as 
men,'*^ is at once a recognition that other creatures are indeed more 
numerous than men, and at the same time an observation that those 
who regularly act selflessly are truly few in number. For these two 
reasons it is concluded that it is difficult to be reborn as a human 
being. 

One of the observations that Gotama made is that, by and large, 
people are strongly attached to life and the sense pleasures; and that 
this attachment frequently results in impurity. The account of Mara as 
plowman makes this point. The evil one, it is recounted, appeared 
before Gotama in the guise of a plowman. He declared that each of 
the senses and their corresponding sense objects belongs to him. 
Hence all men, not even excluding the Buddha himself, must eventu- 
ally fall into his clutches. The Buddha agreed that the senses do 
indeed belong to Mara, and insofar as they do, men are under his 
sway. Nonetheless, as Winston King stresses, the Buddha "claims 
that there is a way, a type of living, which is beyond the power of all 
sensibility and discrimination and hence free from Mara's power.'*^^ 

What is to be distinguished here is the difference between old, or 
past, deeds (puranakamma), on the one hand, and new deeds 
(navakamma), on the other.^^ The eye and the other sense organs, 
understood as a base for feeling, are what is called puranakamma. 
The action which one performs now — navakamma — stands in con- 
trast to past action. Man's present situation derives from old kamma, 

48. 5 5.474-475. 

49. Dh. 187. 

50. S 1.114-116. 

51. Winston L. King, In the Hope of Nibbana: An Essay on Theravada Buddhist 
Ethics (LaSalle, 111: Open Court, 1964), p. 24. 

52. This distinction is made at S 4.132. 



Copyrighted malerlal 



i8o 



JAMES P. McDERMOTT 



but he remains free to make what he will of his present. Past kamma 
must always burn itself out; nonetheless, it is man himself who 
chooses among the options for present action which are presented to 
him. What is predetermined, then, is an individual's opportunity for 
certain modes of behavior, rather than either his inner moral tenden- 
cies or what he actually does. 

In addition to present and past kamma, the Buddha also speaks 
of kammanirodha (literally cessation of action). Kammanirodha 
involves both the exhaustion of past deleterious kammay and the 
avoidance of further action which may prove deleterious in the long 
run. The way that is said to lead to such cessation of action is the 
noble eightfold path. The fact that such a way to kammanirodha 
exists, even though the past may belong to Mara, is a clear indication 
of the recognition of human free will. The question of free will is not 
one that is explicitly asked in the Pali canon, however. Rather, belief 
in the existence of free will is implicit in the notion of human respon- 
sibility, an idea which is closely connected with the whole Buddhist 
concept of kamma. 

In addition to being classed as old or new, kamma is also classed 
according to the result it produces. Four categories of deeds are de- 
lineated in this manner.-''^ (1) Dark with dark result. These are deeds 
that are harmful, that violate one or another of the precepts. They 
lead to an existence of unmitigated pain. (2) Bright, or pure, with 
bright result. Such action is harmless. Included in this category is 
abstention from taking life, from stealing, and the like, when these 
are done with a view toward obtaining a favorable rebirth. And, 
indeed, abstention from evil under such circumstances does lead to 
favorable rebirth, it is held. (3) Both dark and bright with mixed 
results. Such deeds are those which are at once harmful and benefi- 
cial. They result in states of existence which, like human existence, 
know both pleasure and pain. A significant feature of these first three 
categories oi kamma is that they are each purposive. That is, they are 
done with a view toward attaining sensual enjoyment in this life, or a 
specific rebirth. (4) The fourth category of deeds is called "neither 
dark nor bright with neither result." Deeds of this final category lead 
to the consumption of past kamma. This category of action involves 

53. The four categories are (1) kamma kanha kanhavipaka, (2) kamma sukka suk- 
kavipaka, (3) kamma kanhasukka kanhasukkavipaka, (4) kamma akanhamasukka 
akanha-asukkavipaka. These are delineated several times at A 2.230-237. Also note 
their appearance at D 3.229 £., and M 1.389 f. 
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giving up all behavior conducive of further rebirth, whether painful 
or pleasant. Such action, unlike the first three categories, is selfless. 
Hence, from the Buddhist point of view, it alone is to be pursued. 

In the Abhidharmakosa Vasubandhu accepts this fourfold categori- 
zation of acts. However, he notes that the third category, that of 
mixed karma, refers not to the character of individual acts but rather 
to the series of acts which defines an individual life. That is to say, 
there is no such thing as a black-and-white act, nor retribution which 
is mixed. That would imply a contradiction, according to Vasuban- 
dhu. Rather, in the same mental series some good acts are mixed with 
some bad acts, each with their own characteristic fruit, whether good 
or bad. When such a situation exists, this is referred to as mixed 
black-and-white karma. 

One of the most common classifications of kamma is into acts of 
body (kayakamma), acts of speech (vacikamma), and acts of mind 
(manokamma).^^ Each of these produces results. Even a thought 
which is unaccompanied by outward action, even so much as the 
moving of a muscle, is considered to produce kammic effects. Actual 
murder no doubt has greater effect than the mere thought of murder 
unaccompanied by any action, yet from the Buddhist point of view, 
even the latter is wrong. 

This classification of kamma into deeds of body, word, and thought 
is further reduced into a twofold classification at A 3.415. On the one 
hand, there is volition, mental or spiritual action. On the other, there 
is what is born from volition, what a person does after having 
willed — namely, bodily and vocal action.''^ 

This twofold schema has the advantage of stressing the centrality to 
the early Buddhist understanding of kamma of what has often been 
translated as "volition," namely, cetana. Kamma is virtually defined 
as cetana: "I say, monks, that cetana is kamma; having intended 
(cetayitva), one does a deed by body, word, or thought."^^ In the 
words of Herbert V. Guenther: 

Cetana, to state it plainly, is something that corresponds to our idea of 
stimulus, motive, or drive. Especially this latter concept of drive, as a 
stimulus arousing persistent mass activity, assists in explaining the origin of 

54. Kosa. 4.128-130. 

55. This division is found zt M 1.206, andX 3.415, for example, Cf. It. 15. 

56. Cf. Kosa. 4.1. 

57. A 3.415. 



l82 



JAMES P. McDERMOTT 



activity as well as that which is excitated and is forthwith active. That which 
is aroused to activity is the sum total of all potentialities.^® 

In other words, cetana is not a matter of will alone, but also involves 
the impulse or drive to carry through with what is intended. Deliber- 
ate intention to do a deed plays an essential role in determining the 
ethical quality of that deed. Thus, a person who commits accidental 
manslaughter is not subject to kammic consequences as serious as 
those suffered by the perpetrator of a premeditated murder. In the 
same vein, throughout the Vinaya Pitaka the penalties which are laid 
down for intentional violations of the monastic rules are more severe 
than those exacted for violations committed unwittingly. Likewise, 
temporary insanity is considered a mitigating circumstance by the 
Vinaya. 

The Ahhidharmakosa follows A 3.415 in defining ''karman" as 

"intentional impulse (cetana) and the act which follows upon it." It 
further accepts the suttanta's threefold classification of kamma into 
bodily, vocal, and mental acts. Vasubandhu goes on to clarify this 
threefold analysis in a way that is counter to the Theravadin under- 
standing, however. He notes that the intentional impulse (cetana) 
itself is that which is termed "mental act." Bodily and vocal acts arise 
from it.'''^ Although any physical act supposes an intentional impulse, 
the actual physical act is something other than intention. For exam- 
ple, there is no murder without a will to kill. But the actual murder 
involves something more than simply the motive or drive behind the 
act. It also involves a certain motion or displacement of the body by 
means of which some living being is deprived of its life. 

In contrast to the Sarvastivadin opinion on this point, the Pali 
schools consider all kamma to be merely cetana. Mental acts are pure 
intentional impulse, while acts of body and voice are intentional im- 
pulses which put the body and voice in motion, not simply the ac- 
tions ensuant upon such impulses. 

Among the more significant additions made by the Vaibhasikas 
to the conception of karma is their analysis of acts into vijnapti (pa- 
tent; literally informative) and avijnapti (latent; literally non- 
58. Herbert V. Guenther, Philosophy and Psychology in the Abhidharma (Lucknow: 
Buddha Vihara, 1957), p. 66. 

59. Ko'sa. 4.2. 

60. On this point, see Louis de la Vallee-Poussin, La Morale Bonddhique (Paris: 
Nouvelle Librairie Nationale, 1927), pp. 124-125. 
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informative).^^ According to the Vaibhasika position as described by 
Vasubandhu, acts of body and voice can be further divided into pa- 
tent and latent. This distinction arose out of their concern to explain 
how the effects of an action can sometimes become manifested only 
long after the completion of the overt activity. 

Corporal vijnapti karma is manifest physical action. In Western 
thought it is what might be loosely termed physical movement. From 
the Vaibhasika viewpoint this would be an improper interpretation, 
however, for all conditioned (samskrta) elements of existence are held 
to be momentary. Their transitory existence is not sufficiently long to 
allow for the possibility of movement. ^-^ Thus, rather than speaking 
of patent bodily karma as movement, the Vaibhasikas describe it as a 
kind of appearance or condition (samsthana) which issues from the 
intentional impulse and informs others of it. For example, the phy- 
sical act of decapitating a man with an ax informs others of the mur- 
derous intention that initiated the murder, and would be classed as 
corporal vijnapti. 

Patent vocal action consists of the pronunciation of syllables. 
Speech issues from an intentional impulse and informs others of it. 
Thus, for example, an order to commit a murder proceeds from a 
murderous intention and makes that intention manifest (vijnapti). 

To use Herbert Guenther's terminology, avijnapti karma is "a se- 
rial continuity "^^ set up immediately after a patent (vijnapti) act has 
been performed. In other words, it is a latent potential impressed on 
the psycho-physical stream of the individual who initiates an ethically 
significant action. It is an unseen efficacy capable of producing results 
at some later moment of time. In some respects the Vaibhasika con- 
cept of avijnapti karma is similar to the concept of apurva developed 

61. For the translation of vijnapti zndavijnapti as "patent" and "latent" respectively, 

I am indebted to Surendranath Dasgupta, A History of Indian Philosophy, vol. 1 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1932), p. 124. Also see K. Yamada, "On 
the Idea of avijnaptikarma in Abhidharma Buddhism" (in Japanese), Journal of 
Indian and Buddhist Studies (Tokyo), vol. 19 (1962), pp. 349-354. Vijnapti karma is 
action which makes itself known to others, while avijriapti karma signifies "a karmic 
energy which is not perceived by the five senses or made known to another" 
(Yamakami Sogen, Systems of Buddhistic Thought [Calcutta: University of Calcutta 
Press, 1962], pp. 149-150). 

62. Kosa. 4.4. Vasubandhu notes that the Vatsiputriyas held the counter view that 

corporal vijnapti is displacement, or movement (gati). 

63. Guenther, Philosophy and Psychology in the Abhidharma, p. 248. 
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by Mimamsa to explain the interval between sacrificial action and its 
fruits. 

As a means to greater understanding of the concept of avijnapti 
karma, let us consider two examples. In presenting himself before the 
monastic community and taking the monastic vows, the prospective 
novice accomplishes a patent act. Insofar as it involves his presence 
and coming forward, it is a corporal act. Similarly, the actual recita- 
tion of the vows is vocally patent. With the performance of these 
patent acts, a new disposition toward self-discipline is born within 
the initiate. This inner disposition is an example of avijnapti (i.e., 
latent) karma. It is an internal karma, which cannot be perceived by 
the five senses, but which nonetheless continues to reproduce itself 
beyond the actual moment when the vows are recited and the accom- 
panying ritual is performed. 

A second example: Let us suppose that I hire someone to commit a 
murder. In giving him his orders, I commit a patent (vijnapti) vocal 
act. However, I am not yet a murderer, since no death has occurred. 
Nonetheless, the intent (cetana) to kill continues latent within me. In 
obeying my orders my accomplice commits a patent corporal action 
of his own, namely, a murder. At that precise moment, regardless of 
how I am occupied, I become a murderer along with my accomplice, 
even though no one else may become aware of my participation in the 
foul deed. In the Vaibhasika theory there was created within me a 
latent (avijnapti) karma which by continually reproducing itself pro- 
vides the connecting link between my murderous intent, on the one 
hand, and the actual murder and its eventual retribution, on the 
other. 

Latent karma is said to be either corporal or vocal depending on 
whether it proceeds from a bodily or a vocally patent act. 

Avijnapti karma is either good (kusala) or bad (akusala). It is never 
neutral or undefined (avyakrta), for an undefined intentional impulse 
(cetana) is weak, incapable of engendering a powerful act such as 
latent karma must be in order to reproduce itself after its initial cause 
has disappeared.*^ Since avijnapti karma is never undefined, it cannot 
be born of retribution.** 

In contrast to latent action, however, patent (vijnapti) karma and 

64. For a brief discussion of apurva in Mimaipsa, see Surama Dasgupta, Develop- 
ment of Moral Philosophy in India (New York: Frederick Ungar, 1965), pp. 80—82. 

65. Kosa. 4.30. 

66. Kosa. 4.28. 
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its corresponding intentional impulse (cetana) may be undefined or 
neutral (avyakrta), as well as good or bad. 

Vasubandhu goes beyond any of the texts of the Theravada 
Tipitaka in making clear in practical terms which acts fall into the 
undefined category. The Buddha is taken as the final authority in this 
matter. Any act of which the Buddha did not say that it was either 
good or bad, writes Vasubandhu, is undefined, or ethically neutral 
(avyakrta). ^'^ This means that any act done without grasping and 
which was neither specifically enjoined nor prohibited by the Buddha 
may be classed as avyakrta. Thus the acts of everyday existence are 
undefined, so long as they are done without grasping (trsna). 

The Sautrantikas knew and refuted the Vaibhasika theory of vi- 
jnapti and avijnapti karma. Remaining closer to the position of 
Theravada in this particular instance, the Sautrantikas denied that 
patent karma, whether corporal or vocal, is distinct from cetana. 
Since there is no act beyond the intentional impulse, vijnapti karma as 
defined by the Vaibhasikas is merely a gratuitous concept. Fur- 
thermore, since latent karma is alleged to derive from patent karma, it 
too must be a gratuitous concept if considered distinct from cetana. 

The theory with which the Sautrantikas replaced the Vaibhasika 
understanding of vijnapti and avijnapti karma may be found in the 
Karmasiddhiprakarana (Treatise on Karma). In brief their view is as 
follows: The Sautrantikas began with the suttanta principle that 
karma consists of the intentional impulse plus the act after having 
willed. They defined three such types of impulse: (1) resolution, 
(2) decision, (3) the motor impulse. The first two of these constitute 
the act of intention, or volition (cetanakarman). The third is the act 
after having willed. The motor impulse is twofold, namely, the inten- 
tional impulse which moves the body and that which produces 
speech. It is these two types of motor impulse which are loosely 
termed corporal and vocal acts. Intentional impulses which thus bear 
on bodily movement and the emission of sounds are capable of 

67. Kosa. 4.106. 

68. The Sautrantika position is outlined at Kosa. 4.3. 

69. The Karmasiddhiprakarana is ascribed to Vasubandhu. Bu-ston considers it an 
exposition of karma from the Yogacara point of view. And, indeed, the text does 
include treatment of a notion closely resembling the Yogacara ^/^rya vijnana. In spite 
of ail this, however, £tienne Lamotte concludes on the basis of internal evidence that 
the text is really Sautrantika. See Lamotte, "Le Traite de TActe de Vasubandhu 
Karmasiddhiprakarana," Melanges Chinois et Bouddhiques, vol. 4 (1935—1936), 
pp. 176 ff. A translation of the treatise is to be found on pp. 207-263. 
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producing sui generis further impulses which the Sautrantikas term 

avijnapti. 

Further differences between the Sautrantika and Vaibhasika con- 
ceptions of karma arise in their respective understandings of the 
mechanism of reward and retribution. The question is how an act can 
bear fruit, how a man can be heir to his own deeds, if the individual is 
defined as a constantly changing series of aggregates. Let us turn first 
to the Vaibhasika answer. By way of background, it should be noted 
that the Vaibhasikas maintained that the past and future exist. Thus 
the act is held to exist in its own nature (svabhava) in all times, past, 
present, and future. Only the mode of its existence varies. During 
its present existence, that is to say, at the moment it is actually ac- 
complished, an act projects its fruit of retribution. At that moment a 
potential is established which only actualizes itself much later. In 
projecting this potential in this way, the act becomes the cause of the 
fruit. By the time the potential, the fruit, is ready to actualize itself, 
the act has already entered into its past mode. Since the act still exists, 
albeit in a past mode, it provides the energy which makes the poten- 
tial fruit enter into the present mode as an actuality at the appropriate 
time. This is the moment at which the fruit is experienced as pleasure 
or suffering. Thus an act projects its fruit-potential at some moment 
in a psycho-physical series and causes that fruit to be experienced at a 
later moment in that series. During the interim, however, that act has 
changed its mode of existence from present to past. 

Moreover, in the psycho-physical series which constitutes an indi- 
vidual there exist certain immaterial entities (dharma), unassociated 
with thought, which are called prapti (possessions). As Thomas 
Dowling notes, prapti "is said to be the cause that originates 
(utpatti-hetH) a specific nature in a given stream of consciousness at a 
given moment."'^^ Every act creates in him who does it the possession 
(prapti) of that act. So, too, a corresponding possession is created by 
every thought or desire. The existence of the prapti is momentary. 
Scarcely having been born, it perishes. However, it engenders a pos- 
session (prapti) similar to itself. Through a continuing process of 
generation of this type, we continue to possess our acts even long 
after the actual moment of their accomplishment. The generation of 

70. This exposition of the Sautrantika theory summarizes some of the material from 
Karmasiddhiprakarana, sees. 41-50; Lamotte, "Traite de I'Acte," pp. 256—263. 

71. Kosa. 5.58. 

72. Dowling, "Karma Doctrine as Sectarian Earmark" (n. 8 above), p. 7 
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the possession (prapti) of any act in this way can be interrupted only 
by the actualization into the present of the fruit which was projected 
with the doing of the act. It is thus through the mechanism of posses- 
sion that latent and, hence, patent karma become effective. In short, 
the Vaibhasikas posit an intermediary form of karma — avijnapti 
karma — operating through a process of the continuous generation of 
karma-possession as the means by which merit and demerit are 
rewarded. "^^ 

A different mechanism is posited by the Sautrantikas. They dis- 
agreed with the Vaibhasikas first of all in maintaining that neither the 
past nor the future exists. Thus past acts do not exist and, as a result, 
cannot be considered efficacious in actualizing the potential fruits 
projected when the acts were being done. In effect, an act is con- 
sidered present or past according to whether it operates or has ceased 
to operate. If a former act bears fruit, it is because it operates, and 
thus it is to be considered a present rather than a past act. All th IS 
simply means that the Sautrantikas consider prapti as defined by the 
Vaibhasikas to be one more purely gratuitous philosophical inven- 
tion. It is no more valid a conception than is the Vaibhasika notion of 
latent karma as distinct from the intentional impulse. Neither posses- 
sion nor avijnapti are things in themselves. When the Buddha 
affirmed the persistence of past karma, he intended only to affirm the 
inevitability of retribution. The Sautrantikas, contrary to the Vai- 
bhasikas, held that all acts are momentary, perishing as soon as they 
are born without generating new intermediary karma. However, a 
good or a bad act perfumes (vasana) the complex psycho-physical 
series which in popular parlance is termed the individual. It creates a 
special potentiality (saktivisesa) which causes the perfumed series to 
undergo an evolutionary process, the culminating term of which is a 
state of retribution called the "fruit." This potentiality, or power, is 
termed the bJja (seed). ''"^ 

In the Ahhidharmakosa we find a fully developed theory of what 
constitutes complete karma. Though a full-blown theory of this sort 
was never developed in the Pali NikayaSy certain precursors of such a 

73. See Kosa. 2.179-195. Cf. la Vallee-Poussin, Morale Bouddhique, pp. 196-199. 
Also see Karmasiddhiprakarana, sees. 15-17. Cf. Lamotte, "Traite de I'Acte," pp. 
153-154, 158-160, 166-168, and 224-230. 

74. See Koia. 2.185 and 272 ; 5.63; and 9.296. Cf. Karmasiddhiprakarana , sees. 

20-26, pp. 232-239 in Lamotte, "Traite de I'Acte." Also see Padmanabh S. Jaini, 
"The Sautrantika Theory of B'lja," Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African 
Studies, University of London, vol. 22, pp. 236-249. 
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theory are to be found in the Tipitaka. In brief they are as follows: 
First there was the notion that for an act to have kammic conse- 
quences, it had to be done intentionally. Related to this was the idea 
that for a deed to have the greatest possible effect, it had to be done 
with consideration, not casually. Finally, there was the idea that, to a 
certain extent, the ethical potential of a deed, whether good or bad, 
can be counteracted by repentance.''^ 

According to the formulation of the Abhidharmakosa, to be com- 
plete and really fruitful a deed must consist of three parts. ''^ First, a 
complete act requires preparation. This part is called thcprayoga. It is 
twofold, consisting of premeditation, or the intention to do the act, 
on the one hand, and the actual preparatory steps (samantaka) requi- 
site to the carrying out of the act, on the other. For example, a man 
desiring to butcher a domestic animal rises from his bed, takes some 
money, and goes to market, where he buys a cow or a goat. He then 
takes a knife and prepares to deal the beast a blow. All these actions 
are preparatory to the actual killing of the beast. They constitute the 
prayoga. The second element necessary for a complete act is the 
principal action, called the maula karmapatha. To continue with our 
illustration, the principal action is the death-dealing blow itself. Like 
the prayoga, it too is twofold. It consists of the patent action at the 
moment of the animal's death, namely, the knife stroke. It also in- 
cludes the latent action that arises at the precise moment of death. 
Finally, to be complete the principal action must be backed up. This 
element of an action is called the back (prstha). The prstha consists of 
consequent actions that follow upon the principal action, as well 
as succeeding moments in the avijnapti. To continue with our illus- 
tration, the prstha of the butchering would include a satisfied at- 
titude, and such acts as preparing and cutting up the carcass and 
selling the meat.^^ 

Before we proceed further, it must be stressed that the term kar- 
mapatha (course of action) does not apply to trifling acts. Thus the 
foregoing analysis is applicable only to ethically significant acts, 
namely, those which if complete may be expected to produce karmic 
fruits. With this fact in mind, we are in a position to raise the question 

75. See James P. McDermott, Developments in the Early Buddhist Concept of 
KammalKarma, Ph.D. dissertation, Princeton University, 1971, pp. 69-72. 

76. These are delineated atKosa. 4.140—141. 

77. The illustration is from Kosa. 4.141. 



Copyrighted material 



KARMA AND REBIRTH IN EARLY BUDDHISM 



189 



of the broader implications of this theory for the principle of karma. 

This definition of what constitutes a complete act is of particular 
significance in the Sarvastivadin understanding of the force of repen- 
tance as a factor that may modify the consequences of any given 
action. We have alreadv noted the Theravadin belief that the force of 
an act can be counteracted to some extent by repentance. Such a belief 
tended to dilute belief in the inevitability of karmic retribution. The 
Sarvastivadin theory of complete acts tended to reinforce this latter 
belief, while at the same time allowing a role for repentance. The 
Sarvastivadins held that if an individual repented of an act im- 
mediately after committing the principal course of action, that act 
must be considered incomplete. In such a case the back (prstha) is 
lacking. Being incomplete, the consequences of that act are vitiated. 
However, once an act has been carried through to its completion, 
once it has been backed up, whether by consequent actions or an 
approving mind-set, it is too late for meaningful repentance. 

The Vaibhasikas maintain that in the sensual world (kamadha- 
tu) the preliminaries (samantaka) that prepare for a course of action 
(karmapatha) will always be patent (vijnapti). These preparations 
may or may not also include latent (avijnapti) elements, depending on 
whether or not they are carried out while in a state of great passion. 
In contrast, the back, or consequential acts (prstha), necessarily in- 
volves latent elements. It is patent as well only when one continues to 
commit acts analogous, or secondarily related, to the principle course 
of action.''^ 

Vasubandhu makes a further distinction between the act done 
(krta) and the act accumulated (upacita). An act is said to be accumu- 
lated by virtue of its intentional character, its completion, the absence 
of regret or any counteraction, and finally its reward or retribution. "'^ 
In thus considering action one thing and its accumulation something 
else, Vasubandhu is in accord with the Andhakas in their disagree- 
ment with the Theravadins,®^ who held that since the accumulation 
(upacaya) of kamma is the automatic concommitant of action, the 
two must be viewed as but different aspects of one and the same 
thing. 

78. See^os^i. 4.140. 

79. Kosa. A.lAl. 

80. See Kvu. 15.11. Also see McDermott, "Kathavatthu Kamma Debates" (n. 9 
above), p. 430. 
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There are three quahties which are conceived as especially con- 
tributing to the accumulation of merit. These are (1) dana — liberal- 
ity or munificence;^^ (2) bhavana — contemplation, meditation; 
(3) sUa — moral practice. 

Merit can be built up and accumulated. But is it possible to transfer 
merit from one account to another, as it were? Taken as a whole the 
Tipitaka is not fully consistent on this point. On the one hand, 
throughout much of the Pali canon there is a strong emphasis on the 
personal nature oi kamma. One's kamma is said to be his own. Each 
being must be an island unto himself, working out his own salva- 
tion.^^ No sponsor (patihhoga) — whether Brahmin or recluse, whether 
Brahma or Mara — can protect a man against the fruit of his evil 
deeds. Meritorious action well laid up is a treasure "not shared with 
others.**®^ On the other hand, a doctrine of transfer of merit — ap- 
parently a popular development traceable to the Brahmanic srad- 
dha rites — finds expression in several places in the canon. ®^ In the 
Petavatthuy for example, a common theme is that of the benefactor 
who gives a gift to the samgha and declares the act of charity to be a 
petals. Through being ascribed to xhtpetUy the act of giving becomes 
his in actuality; and, in this way, xhtpeta acquires merit from the gift. 
In a similar vein, the Mahaparinibbana Sutta exhorts: 

In whatever place the wise man shall make his home, 
Thence having fed the virtuous, self-controlled Brahma-farers, 
Whatever devatas may be there, let him declare the gift theirs. 
Honored, they honor him; revered, they revere him.®'' 

Another example of merit transference can be seen at^l 4.63 ff, where 
Nanda's mother dines an order of monks in the name of the deva 

81. This particularly refers to almsgiving. 

82. These are listed at It. 51; D 3.218; and A 4.241. 

83. S 3.42; etc. 

84. A 1.172. 

85. "Khuddaka Pitha" (Kh.) 8.9. Edited by R. C. Childers in Journal of the Royal 
Asiatic Society. N.S. 4 (1870): 309-339. 

86. On transfer of merit in the Tipitaka, see especially F. L. Woodward, "The 
Buddhist Doctrine of Reversible Merit," The Buddhist Review (London), vol. 6 

(1914), pp. 38-50. The connection with sraddha rites is spelled out in B. C. Law, The 

Buddhist Conception of Spirits (London: Luzac, 1936). 

87. D 2.88. With slight variations insignificant for the question at hand, these same 
lines appear at Udana (Ud.) 89 and Vin. 1.229. I. B. Horner renders these lines quite 
differendy in her translation of Vin. 1.229. The crucial differences relate to line 3, the 
text of which reads: "Ya tattha devata asum [or assu] tasam dakkhinam adise." My 
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Maharaja Vessavana, declaring: "Whatever merit (punna) is in this 
gift, Reverend Sir, let it be beneficial for the well-being of the great 
king Vessavana." Scattered expressions of such a doctrine are also to 
be found in the Jdtakas. Thus in the Macchudddna Jdtaka we read that 
as the Bodhisatta and his brother waited on the banks of the Ganges 
for a boat, they ate a meal. "The Bodhisatta, having thrown the 
left-over food to the fish, gave the river spirit the profit (patti)."^^ 
Twice in the course of the Jdtaka it is stated that the river spirit 
immediately benefited from the Bodhisatta's gift to the fish. 

In light of the apparent conflict of opinion in the texts concerning 
the possibility of merit transference, it is worth noting that the 
Sddhina Jataka seems to provide evidence that acceptance of the 
practice of merit transference within Theravada at times came 
grudgingly. 

Other means for aiding the departed continued to be denied. No 
more than prayers can raise a rock sunk in the water can they speed a 
man heavenward who has sunk to a lower state of existence because 
of his own evil actions. Prayers for the dead will not alter the effects 
of their kamma. Nor can one alter his own lot by prayers, sacrifices, 
or rituals of other sorts.** A man becomes cleansed only once he has 
abandoned the various ways of evil action. Purificatory rites are of no 
avail. Thus when Punnika encounters a Brahmin performing ritual 
ablutions in the middle of winter, she asks him what fears lead him 
thus to endure the cold waters. He answers: 

"Knowing the answer, honorable Punnika, you ask 

One who doing a good deed (kamma), is restraining bad kamma. (238) 

Whether old or young, he who performs a bad deed (kamma) 

Is freed from bad kamma by a water-ablution." (239) 



interpretation of the passage as a reference to transfer of merit is supported by the 
commentary to Ud. 89, which glosses dakkhinam adise with pattim dadeyya, or 
"give merit." For a fuller discussion of the issues and alternatives, see McDermott, 
Developments (n. 75 above), pp. 83—84, and especially p. 88, note 2. 

88. Vau^hoW., Jataka no. 88, vol. 2, p. 423. 

89. See James P. McDermott, "Sadhina Jataka: A Case Against the Transfer of 
Merit,"y^05 94 (1974): 385-38Z For a conflicting interpretation, see Heinz Bech- 
ert, "Buddha-Feld und Verdienstiibertragung: Mahayana-Ideen im Theravada- 
Buddhismus Ceylons," Academic Roy ale de Belgique Bulletin de la Classe des 
Lettres et des Sciences Morales et Politiques, 5th series, vol. 62 (1976), pp. 42-43. 

90. S 4.311 f. 

91. The thiipa cult is an exception to the general rule. 
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To this she responds: 

"Who in ignorance told you, who did not know, that 

One is certainly freed from bad kamma by a water-ablution? (240) 

Is it then that all frogs, tortoises, snakes, crocodiles, 

And whatever else passes through water shall go to heaven? (241) 

Butchers of sheep, butchers of swine, fishermen, deer hunters. 

Thieves, executioners, and whatever others do bad deeds — 

Even they are freed from bad kamma by a water-ablution? (242) 

If these streams could carry away evil formerly done by you. 

They also could carry away your merit. By this means you would 

become an outsider. (243) 
That afraid of which, O Brahmin, you always descend to water — 
That do not do. Do not let the cold destroy your skin." (244)^^^ 

The effectiveness of Vedic sacrifice is also denied. Thus, when 
Gotama learns of King Pasenadi's preparations for a great animal 
sacrifice, he declares that such rites do not bring results. Animal 
sacrifices are rejected as harmful. Offerings where no goats and sheep 
are slain are alone acceptable. Such offerings are to be in the form of 
gifts to the deserving, for they bear great fruit. 

The Buddha also rejected self-mortification as a means to acquiring 
good kamma, and as a way to Nihhana. In his own quest for en- 
lightenment, he came to realize that austerities can be more of a 
hindrance than an aid. In their stead he came to favor a middle path 
between self-mortification and the life devoted to sensual pleasures. 

For all the attention given to kamma in early Buddhist thought, 
the way to Nihhana, the ultimate goal, remained — as ordinarily 
conceived — precisely the cessation of kamma (kammanirodha).'^^ 

In conclusion, it remains to suggest that both the variety of early 
Buddhist interpretations of the karmic mechanism and the rebirth 
process, as well as whatever is distinctive in these interpretations, can 
be seen ultimately to derive from the Buddha's denial of a permanent 
personal entity (attalatman). 

92. Thcrigatha 238-244. Similarly, at M 1.39 the Buddha himself denies the useful- 
ness of ritual ablution for washing away wicked deeds. 

93. S 1.76. 

94. Kh. 8 and Miln. 341 are exceptional in viewing Nibbana as a possible reward for 
kamma. See James P. McDermott, "Nibbana as a Reward for Kamma," //1 05 93 
(1973): 344-347 
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The Medical Soteriology 
of Karma in the Buddhist 
Tantric Tradition 

WILLIAM STABLEIN 



Introduction and Sources 

South Asian ceremony and meditative disciplines are conditioned by 
a dogma of soteriology based on the idea of karma and rebirth which 
accommodates all possibilities for living yet dying human beings. The 
meaning conveyed by the hierarchy of interdisciplinary textual mate- 
rial dictates the ceremonial face and inner logic of Vajrayana (i.e., 
Tantric) Buddhism to such a large extent that it is impossible to 
overlook its interlocking semantic structures. Karma cannot be un- 
derstood merely by locating all the occurrences of the word karma 
(or las, in Tibetan) in a particular text. Since karma is the complex 
from which the devotee desires to be Hberated, either through tech- 
niques of salvation or techniques of healing, it is reasonable to assume 
that the medical and salvific traditions contain structures that will 
provide some meaningful assumptions about karma. 

From a superficial point of view, the interdisciplinary nature of this 
essay is based on the seeming disparity between the genres of source 
texts chosen for this study. ^ The most popular medical classic still 

1. See Robert B. Ekvall, "Correlation of Contradictions: A Tibetan Semantic De- 
vice," \n Himalayan Anthropology (The Hague: Mouton, 1977). 
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Studied and practiced among Tibetan-speaking peoples is the 
seventeenth-century commentary on The Four Tantras, called the 
Blue Lapis Lazuli^ which has an embryological model of karma 
common to the sacramentaries and the meditational texts of Tantric 

Buddhism. Since the Lapis Lazuli is a standard medical treatise, it is 
interesting to find similar ideas and linguistic structures in other 
genres of literature, such as texts in the Tantric section of the Tibetan 
Buddhist canon. The Candamaharosana and Mahakala Tantras are 
particularly useful for the topic of karma and rebirth, and the six- 
teenth chapter of the Candamaharosana Tantra reiterates and inter- 
prets the dependent origination process which has bearing on the 
structure of karma. ^ 

Some of the Tantras form quasi-medical traditions of their own 
with a number of healing formulas that bear a structural resemblance 
to similar phrases in the Lapis Lazuli. Among the priestly class of 
Buddhist Newars in Kathmandu Valley, Nepal, the deity Canda- 
maharosana presides over and protects the medicinal arts with pres- 
tige equal to that of the Hindu god of medicine, Dhanvantari. The 
Tantras, then, constitute a synthesis of the healing arts as found in the 
Lapis Lazuli and the various traditions of meditational and devotional 
practices. Our meditational source, chosen for its succinctness, be- 
longs to the set of Mahakala practices attributed to the Bkah Brgyud 

2. Bai.dur.sngon.po: Being the text of Gso. ha. rig. pahi.hstan.bcos. smart. blahi.- 
dgongs.rgyan.rgyHd.bzhihi.gsal.bai.dur.sngon.pohi.ma.llika.: Sdc.srid.sangs.- 
rgyas.rgya.mtsho's detailed synthetic treatise on the Rgynd.bzhi, the fundamental 
exposition of Tibetan Ayurvedic Medicine. Reproduced from a print of the 1888—1892 
blocks preserved in the Lha.sa.lcags.po.ri.rig.byed.hgro.phan.gling. Leh, Ladhak: 
S. W. Tashigangpa, 1973. This is a PL 480 acquisition: I-Tib. 73-904162. Further 
references will use the abbreviation Bai.sngon. See also Rechung Rinpoche Jampal 
Kunzang, Tibetan Medicine (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1973); Wil- 
liam Stablein, "Textual Criticism and Tibetan Medicine," in The Tibet Society Bulle- 
tin; William Stablein, "Tantric Medicine and Ritual Blessings," in The Tibet Journal: 
An International Publication for the Study of Tibet, published by the Library of 
Tibetan Works & Archives: Special Issue, "Tibet: A Living Tradition," vol. 1, nos. 
3-4 (Autumn 1976), pp. 55-69; William Stablein, "The Msihakala Tantra: A Theory 
of Ritual Blessings and Tantric Medicine," Ph.D. dissertation, Columbia University, 
1976; Candamaharosana Tantra (Tibetan: dpal.dtum.po.khro.bo.chen.pohi.rgyud.), 
the Tibetan Tripitaka in the collection in the Harvard University Library; Lhasa 
edition of the Bkah.hgyur (abbreviated as Canda) Rgyud, section nga, folio 431. For 
an edition and translation of the first eight chapters, see Christopher George, The 
Candamaharosana Tantra: A Critical Edition and English Translation, Chapters 
I— VIII, American Oriental Series, vol. 56, New Haven, 1974. See also Louis de la 
Vallee Poussin, "The Buddhist Wheel of Life from a New Source," Journal of the 
Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain and Ireland (New Series), 1897, pp. 463-470. 
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pa lineage.^ The passages quoted from the meditational text are all 
from the third and last part of the book, dealing with perfection or 
way of completion, which has structural similarities to the Tibetan 
Book of the Dead. ^ Indeed, the Book of the Dead maintains that one*s 
success in attaining liberation after death depends on previous prac- 
tice not only in devotional observances but in the specific ways of 
generation (bskyed.rim) and perfection (rdzogs.rim). 

One aim of this essay is to restrict the discussion of karma to its 
flow through the continuum of the afterdeath state into the flesh and 
blood of an earthly being; hence our sources are limited to those 
which are basic to an understanding of this process, such as the 
Zab.mo.nang.gi.don, by Rang.byung.rdo.rje. This text is concerned 
primarily with the inner body referred to as the three channels 
(rtsa.gsum), which the Mahakala Tantra calls the Vajra body 
(rdo.rjc.lus).^ This inner structure, which is important for the Tantric 
explanation of rebirth as well as salvation, has parallels in Hindu 
Tantra and yoga and offers a fully developed mod el of the inner body, 
which can be detected at various stages of sophistication in the myths 
and medical theories of most cultures.^ Any discussion of the three 
channels or the channel-wind-drop structure (rtsa.rlung.thig.le) is 
necessarily both Tantric and medical. Hence the Book of the Dead 
assumes this structure as operative for the afterdeath being or "in- 
between-state-being" (har.dohi.sems.can), demonstrating its affinity 
with medical and meditational texts. 

3 . Grub.chen . karma. pakshihi. man . ngag.yi.ge .med.pahi. snyan . brgyud. ma.mgon.- 
zhal. sby or. sgrubMahi. man Mgag.zm.bris.ngag.khrid.yod.ihdi. la. bskyed.rim. las. - 
tshogs.rdzogs.rim.mchod.sgruh.cha.tshang.lagso: This is the Oral Tradition without 

words in the Higher explanation of Karma Pakshi; the guiding commentary with 
directions for the conjugal practice of the protector Mahakala and his mistress. Herein 
arc the complete sacrifcial practices of generation, acts, and perfection. Gangtok: 
Sikkim. (Abbreviated as in the Ms.: Mgon.) 

4. Kalsang Lhundup (editor), Bar.dohi.thos.grol.bzhugs.so: The Tibetan Book of the 
Dead (Varanasi: E. Kalsang, Buddhist temple). (Abbreviated Bar.do) See also the 
two available translations into English: Francesca Fremantle and Chot^vam Trungpa, 
trans., The Tibetan Book of the Dead: The Great Liberation Through Hearing m the 
Bardo (Boulder: Shambala, 1975), and W. Y. Evans Wentz, The Tibetan Book of the 
Dead, the After-Death Experiences on the Bardo Plane, according to Lama Kazi 
Dawa-Samdup's English Rendering (New York: Galaxy, 1960). 

5. Zab.mo.nang.gi.don.zhes.bya.bahi.gzhung.bzhugs: The Text called the Deep 
Inner Meaning (Gangtok, Sikkim). (Abbreviated Nang.don.) For the vajra-hoay 
and the three channels, see Stablein, Mahakala, pp. 180-181. 

6. Andreas Lommel, Shamanism: The Beginnings of Art (New York: McGraw Hill, 
1967). 
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The Setting, the Problem, and the Terminology 

It is not surprising that a Tantric (Vajrayaria) priest may know a 
considerable number of medical techniques, or that the healer may 
also function as a priest. The fluidity of the literary structures cer- 
tainly reflects the interplay of epistemology and empiricism that takes 
place in the Tantric rite itself. The above texts are all read and prac- 
ticed in the Himalayan regions from Ladhak and Northern India to 
the borders of China; and, as we can see from the other articles in 
this volume, they are structurally akin to texts known throughout 
South Asia. 

Karma is a very general notion that is applied to all phases of 
Buddhist praxis; on the popular and cultural levels it is an assumption 
that rarely takes the form of philosophical discussion and inquiry. 
The only major difference between Buddhists living in either a Ti- 
betan- or a Nepalese-speaking community — both of which fall under 
the aegis of the Buddhist Tantric tradition — and the Buddhists of 
other parts of South Asia is that the former have a definite and for- 
malized conception of an afterdeath (or in- between- being) that can be 
verified by canonical sources. However, karma is a very specific no- 
tion in certain contexts and defies any simple definition because it 
includes the various literary and cultural contexts mentioned above. 
The problem is to simplify the notion of karma at least to the point 
where we can delineate a karmic structure — in relief — in the Bud- 
dhist Tantric tradition. In no place in the literature is karma defined in 
such a complete and intercontextual sense; yet this study will not go 
beyond the texts themselves or make comparisons with Western 
theories of rebirth. 

Our approach will be to locate "natural structures," that is, struc- 
tures that are natural to the meaning of karma in its most radical 
formation. For example, although we shall not discuss the bo- 
dhisattva doctrine, we may refer to the seed of enlightenment as it 
is related to the formation of karma. We shall not be concerned with 
the Buddhist eightfold path, but we shall discuss the concepts of 
suffering and disease. The body (Ins) and the more philosophical idea 
of the person will be touched upon only in the discussion of the 
beginnings of the body in embryological development and in medita- 
tion, where the three channels form a dominant structure. Reference 
to dependent origination (rten.hhrel) will be limited to the Candama- 
harosana*s interpretations. The idea of conjugal union (kha.shyor) 



Copyrighted material 



MEDICAL SOTERIOLOGY OF KARMA IN BUDDHIST TANTRA 



provides a model for the purification of karma through the language 
of the procreative-embryological metaphor. The concept of sunyata 
(stong.pa.nid) will not be considered except in the context of the 
wandering consciousness's attempt to become aware of its own na- 
ture and in the liturgical discourse where it forms an opposition with 
purity (dag. pa). 

One of the controversies in Buddhist circles throughout the cen- 
turies has been the significance of the afterdeath or in-between- 
state-being. ^ In the Tantras, the in-between-state is an imagined state 
of wandering, and it is this wandering that dooms one to another 
rebirth. Hence the word "wanderer" designates that being whose 
body has died and who is battling with the foes in his own karma 
in order to reach salvation. The term hkhyam means one who wan- 
ders with no purpose; the wanderer is beset with karmic error 
(las.hkhrul). "Error" is preferable to "illusion," for "error" denotes a 
more causal connection with rebirth. Indeed, the wanderer is faced 
not with an illusion in the sense that it is simply not what he thinks it 
is, but with a force that, like a mirage, is something else, a con- 
tingency of sunyata that is brought about through a lack of aware- 
ness. Any differentiation between the in-between-state and the 
wanderer itself is purely semantic. It is somewhat misleading to say 
that karma moves from one place to another, transforms or 
stands still, but on the popular and cultural level these are cer- 
tainly the prevailing ways of viewing the subject of birth, rebirth, 
and death. 

Methodology of Oppositions: Suffering-Salvation 

Karma implies a radical opposition between good (bzang) and evil 
(ngan) and all of their metaphors, such as clear light and dull light, 
virtue and non-virtue, awareness and fear. Karma and rebirth merit 
little attention outside the domain of soteriology; it is no accident that 
the Tibetan Book of the Dead, ostensibly a book about salvation (i.e., 
the certain attainment of complete and perfect Buddhahood), pro- 
vides us with a panorama of descriptions of karma and rebirth. 
An awareness of karma could not exist without a lucidity of con- 

7. For a review of the arguments between those who adhere to the theory of inter- 
mediate state and those who do not, see Alex Wayman, "The Intermediate State 
Dispute in Buddhism," in Buddhist Studies in Honour of I. B. Horner, L. Cousins, 
A. Kunst, and K. K. Norman, eds. (Dordrecht, Holland: D. Reidel, 1974), pp. 
227-239. 
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sciousness, which is expressed in the first intermediate state by the 
phrase "disclosing the face of the clear light in the moment-of-death- 
intermediate-state." Since the intermediate state is characterized by 
both the thought-body and the body-of-sensation, lucidity encom- 
passes both. The carnal body, the body of flesh (sha.lus)y despite its 
dualistic contrast with the thought-body (yid.lus), is interlocked in 
polarity with the thought-body through karmic impressions 
(bag. chugs). Hence we have the term hag.chags. y id. kyi.lus, "body of 
thought impression." The opposition "body-mind" is then not a plus 
and minus but a natural structure projected to assist the listener or 
reader in understanding the problem at hand, which is man*s suffer- 
ing and liberation. Since the term "body" occurs in correlations con- 
cerning the carnal as well as the mental, the key terminology for 
carnality is the word flesh (sha), not body (Ins). This is also true for 
blood (khrag) and semen (khu.ba) used in explanations of procreative 
embryonic development and disease etiology. "Thought-body" 
suggests impressions from previous lives, which are the common 
denominator between flesh and thought. In a strict sense, therefore, 
lus means not "body" but rather "that which is contaminated"; and, 
as we shall see later, contamination (sky on) is operational not in the 
body per se but in blood and semen and even more radically in the 
five aggregates that define the in-between-being, the wanderer. Con- 
tamination, whether it be of the humors or of the five poisons, traces 
karma. When the texts speak of humors they are referring to the body 
of flesh, but when the thought-body is discussed the texts refer to the 
poisons which serve as the main barrier to health, liberation, or a 
better rebirth. The term dug (poison) is used to describe the contami- 
nation left in the yogi in his highest contemplations. Hence "con- 
tamination" (i.e., "fault," dosa) naturally pairs with "flesh and 
blood," and "poisons" with "mind," but each pair is in turn organi- 
cally related to the other. 

The in-between-state-being in the second part of the dying- 
moments-stage is able to see the setting it has come from; the priest 
then says: "Oh noble son, now that which is defined as *my death* 
has arrived. . . . You yourself have not transcended the wandering in 
the world."® And at another moment in the rite, just before rebirth, 
the wanderer is told: "Because you are a thought-body, even though 
you have been dessicated and slaughtered, you have not at all died."^ 

8. Bar.do, p. 15. 9. Bar.do, p. 8L 
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We might conclude that there is no death in Tibetan Tantric Bud- 
dhism, or that the concept of death is not an absolute, or that death 
and no-death are equally beside the point, especially in the light of 
the continuum of rebirth. Our main concern, however, is the in- 
between-state-death (hchi.khahi.bar.do). In the second quote, the 
term hsad ("slaughter" or "kill") does not mean death (hchi.ba). If 
we take the Book of the Dead*s example of death, that is, "that 
moment when the consciousness is able to see where it has come 
from," we can conclude that death is the ability of the wanderer to 
distinguish a new set of karmic appearances. Altogether there are four 
sets: the flesh-kinship set that the wanderer first perceives when he 
leaves the flesh; the dull lights of the six realms and the karmic errors; 
the world at large; and (if one is reborn) the flesh-kinship set once 
again, now with a new appearance. Death implies redeath, but this 
redeath occurs only if the wanderer is not aware of the metaphor 
"You are a thought-body." In salvific terms, the opposite of death is 
not life but the clear light (hod.gsal). 

Karma takes on value from the language expressing the syndrome 
of suffering and from salvific expressions. The setting of karma can be 
delineated in the following general way: 

1. Flesh body (sha.lus) 1. Thought body (yid.lus) 

2. Suffering (sdug.hngal) 2. Awareness (ngo.shes) 

3. Contamination (skyon) 3. Sunyata (stong.pa.nyid) 

4. Impressions (hag.chags) and 4. Dharma-, sambhoga-, & 
Poisons (dug) nirmana-kayas 

5. Duality (gnis) 5. Non-duality (gnis.med) 

6. Dull light (bkrag.med) 6. Clear Hght (hod.gsal) 

7. Entering the womb 7. Buddhahood (sangs.rgyas) 
(mngaLhjug) 

If, instead of regarding the above oppositions as phenomena, we 
take advantage of the built-in zero degree {i.e., sunyata and its equiva- 
lents on the right-hand side), we have a pure value system where the 
meaning and value of karma are decided from both sides of the chart. 

Introduction to the In-Between-States (Book of the Dead) 

The texts that are consulted or called to memory at the time of death 
vary, but the dominant themes and paradigms that indicate the projec- 
tion of consciousness and its contingent karma are presented in the 
Book of the Dead and in a text called the Utkramayoga, used in the 
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Nepalese communities.^® Both texts offer instructions for raising the 
consciousness up from the corporeal self and liberating it or, falling 
short of liberation, directing it to the best possible rebirth. This en- 
tails the wandering of the consciousness principle through the in- 
between-states (bar. do) until it chooses or falls into a particular 
rebirth. 

The term bar. do has the fundamental sense of those in-between 
states in the passage of life and consciousness that determine the 
individual's future pleasure and pain and redeath-rebirth experiences. 
It is a state where consciousness is thrust up and down between one's 
former and ensuing birth by karmic power (las.dhang). (That is to 
say, the one who is of bar. do is a seeker of life and is thrust up and 
down by karmic power, as Ge.she.chosdag's Tibetan Dictionary 
defines bar. do. ha.) While we think of karma in the language of flesh 
and blood, the Lapis Lazuli unequivocally views the corporeal as 
contingent on karma: 

In the same way, the father's semen, the mother's blood with unimpaired 
wind, and so on (the humors), and the bar.do consciousness constituting 
one's former devotions and dependencies are by karma . . . brought into 
confluence.** 

"In the same way" refers to the example in which fire is the result of 
the proper combination of male rubbing wood (i.e., semen), female 
wood that it is rubbed against (i.e., blood), dry timber, and the 
energies of man (i.e., the bar.do consciousness). Then, karma is akin 
to the compelling of the energies which are the ultimate cause of the 
fire. Even though the bar.do consciousness wanders without any 
corporeal state with its body of flesh and blood, it is precisely that 
state of wandering that is called the bar.do aggregate (bar.dohi. 
phung.po). This implies that the wandering being of consciousness 
has the qualities of form, pleasure-pain feelings, conception, aggre- 
gates, and consciousness; the wandering consciousness has momen- 
tarily lost its opportunity for complete and perfect Buddhahood and 
is seeking a new rebirth. 

Consciousness as detached from the flesh and blood may not be 
contingent on form, but for the purposes of re-entry into the cor- 
poreal world where the semi-deceased maintains his individualized 

10. The Utkramayoga is the standard procedure for performing the death rite in 
Nepalese society. 

11. Bai.sngon, folio 93. 
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karma, the in-between-state aggregates are necessary. For example, 
the Lapis Lazuliy in its general discussion of the signs of procreation, 
states; 

Since the two organs are united, the semen falls into the secret flower; and 
that which is the blood in the womb is called seed. That is to say, the semen 
and blood of the mother and father are said to be the seed. Because of that, it 
is necessary to understand the method of re-entry for the bar. do 
consciousness.^^ 

And . . . since the bar.do aggregates have evolved and there is unimpaired 
(semen and blood) — as mentioned before — as well as the karmic causes for 
maturation (las.kyi.rkyen), the bar.do aggregates will enter the womb.^^ 

The Lapis Lazuli, then, and presumably the rest of the Ti- 
betan medical tradition, accept the in-between state of being as an 
intrinsic part of their medical lore and, as such, accept the theory of 
karma. How they believe it works we shall see in the next few para- 
graphs. The philosophical and ritual Tantras assume the bar.do con- 
sciousness as necessary for their praxis. 

The Book of the Dead Structure 

The three main divisions of the in-between state — the moments-of- 
death (hchi.kha)y the re-recognition of the world (chos.nid)y and re- 
entry to the world (srid.pa) — are roughly analogous to the dependent 
origination process. The first phase of the moments-of-death bar.do 
could occur before the resetting in of nescience, which is the last 
opportunity to attain complete liberation without going through 
the ensuing phases. Here liberation is referred to as "the basic- 
clear-light-experience which is the unborn-vertically-penetrating- 
dharma-body wkh-no-bar.do."^'^ If this "basic-clear-light . . ." is not 
disclosed to the dying person, he gets a chance at the second bar.do 
clear-light-experience. This phase is the interim when the wheel turns 
to the touch of nescience. The text now mentions for the first time the 
force of karma (las.kyi.nns.pa). The omission of this expression in the 
discussion of the basic-clear-light-experience stage that has no bar.do 
reflects the theory of Hberation as maintained by the earlier Therava- 
din texts. When the term bar.do is applied to this very beginning 
phase, death as the Book of the Dead defines it has not yet occurred. 
The physiological space of the bar.do has not developed. Hence, at 

12. Bai.sngon, folio 109. 13. Bai.sngon, folio 110. 14. Bar.do, pp. 6-7. 
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this very point the possibiHty of a rebirth as explained in Theravadin 
texts becomes feasible. 

In the re- recognition in-between-state phase, after the three and 
one-half days when one has realized the reality of death and is on the 
way back to rebirth, there is the appearance of karmic errors 
(las.kyi.hkhrul.snang). Now the consciousness principle, having de- 
parted from the body, is able to re-recognize its former immediate 
worldly surroundings, such as the wailing of relatives and so on. That 
is, even though the Book of the Dead discusses the initial phase of 
liberation in terms of the latent escape of what most people think of as 
the consciousness principle, the description of the first phase, the 
basic-clear-light-experience, does not discuss the consciousness prin- 
ciple but speaks rather of the inner wind (rlung). At this time of the 
subliminal dying experience, complete and perfect Buddhahood may 
be directly attained with no contingencies. In the second phase of the 
moments-of-dying, the consciousness principle departs to the out- 
side, wondering, "Am I dead or not dead?"^^ The Book of the Dead 
clarifies this phase of reaffirming the departed consciousness not as a 
corporeal being but as an emotional being plagued by the vicissitudes 
of his own karma. The officiating priest reads: "You are now a body 
of thought impressions."*^ 

During the fourteen-day period of this re-recognized bar.do, the 
deceased, through the medium of the ritual specialist, wages a battle 
with karma; he is told by the officiating priest to request to be saved 
from the "path of the dreadful bar.do."^'' Indeed, dread, attachment, 
and desire are the dominant forces of karma that constitute the obsta- 
cles blocking the path of liberation.*® For the first six days, the salva- 
tion of the wanderer depends on his awareness of the six lights associ- 
ated with the six Buddhas. The lack of awareness of each light is 
proportionate to the wanderer's desire for the dull lights that emanate 
from the six realms of rebirth. On each day comes a light from one of 
the realms of rebirth; the former Buddha lights are called the knowl- 
edge lights, and the latter, dull lights. This is a dominant polarity 
throughout the rite. 

Can we make an axiom for the rite? Can we say that fear of salva- 
tion and lust for fleshly attachment make up the crucial opposition 

15. Bar.do, p. 12. 16. Bar.do, p. 16. 17. Bar.do, p. 19. 
18. Bar.do, p. 18. 
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for the whole of the rite's praxis? Not exactly, except in the specific 
boundaries where the textual opposition occurs. It has httle salvific 
meaning for one who understood the sign "the basic-clear-light" in 
the moments-of-death. In a literal sense, then, the sign is understood 
as the sacrament on a theological and mystical plane, but on another 
plane it is not understood. In the multidimensional realms of diver- 
sified codes, the wanderer's karma functions in terms of a semiotic 
system: a language, as we shall see, unreliable for the ordinary wan- 
derer who does not see it in terms of radical oppositions. The Book of 
the Dead states: 

If you are frightened of the pure wisdom lights and attracted to the impure 
lights of the six worlds, the body of (one of) the six classes of these worlds 
will be acquired; and you will never be liberated from the great ocean of 
swirling suffering. 

On the seventh day one experiences the polarity, knowledge-hold- 
ing-divinity-realm/beast-realm; and then from the eighth through 
the fourteenth day the re-recognition bar. do is called the wrathful 
bar. do y for at this time all the wrathful divinities in this rite make 
their appearance. On the fourteenth day, moreover, if the conscious- 
ness principle has not yet been liberated from samsara the peace- 
ful deities re-emerge in the form of the black Protector, and the 
wrathful deities in the form of Yama, king of the dead and of dharma. 
Since the re-recognition bar. do constitutes the qualities of the six 
sense bases, it can be said to span the categories on the wheel of life up 
through indulgence. 

In this phase there is still the opportunity for liberation before 
entering a womb. Curiously, the wanderer is endowed with karmic 
miraculous power (las.kyi.rdzH.hphrul.shHgs) which the Book of the 
Dead further qualifies by stating that it is not at all a miracle of 
samadhi, but is from the power of karma. The wanderer at this 
point takes on the characteristics of the kind of being he will be in his 
next birth. He can see those beings and they can see him: "Even the 
complexion of his own body will take on the color of the light of 
whatever birth (he is destined for)."^^ 

So far, the implication is that the in-between states and their con- 
figurations, though having a logic of their own, are structurally re- 
lated to the dependent origination process. Since the Cauda reflects 

19. Bar.doy p. 37. 20. Bar.do, p. 74. 21. Bar.do, p. 88. 
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the theory of the Book of the Dead, we shall look briefly at its 
interpretation: 

Form IS endowed with the four elements: the earth which has the quality of 
heaviness, water which has the quality of moisture, hre which has the quaHty 
of heat, and wind which has the qualities of movement, lightness, and 
contraction/expansion. Therefore there are six bases of the sense: eye, ear, 
nose, tongue, body, and mind. They see, and so on, and so there is touch, 
form, sound, smell, taste, the object of touch, and the realm of the dharma is 
completely attained. And because of craving one desires happiness; and from 
that there is indulgence. Karma is obtained and a being enters the womb. 
Then birth causes the appearance of the five aggregates of indulgence, which 
are then born from the womb. But when the arising deathlike thoughts and 
their objects are suppressed, consideration of old age and death are without 
suffering and anguish. Yet, if (after the conscious principle is) released it 
laments, thinking, "I will not find the proper birth because of the obstacles 
of disease and so on," he will suffer. Then, because of fettering the mind over 
and over again there will be discontent. Indeed, he who is discontent and 
creates obstacles is anguished. 

The Book of the Dead can then be viewed as a partly subliminal 
infrastructural dependent origination cycle that is repeated in the 
dying and after-death moments. It is infrastructural because it ex- 
tends the meaning of the original natural structure as represented by 
the original formula. Indeed, the possibility of salvation is inherent in 
the very formation of the sign, where the primary metaphors are 
based on the vicissitudes of emotions, procreation, and death. The 
goal of the praxis is to understand this formation, and any metaphor 
is permissible as long as it promulgates an understanding, for it is the 
"knowledge being itself** that accommodates the sign. Karma is ob- 
tained after indulgence, which in the Book of the Dead designates the 
wanderer*s entrance into the womb and in the Lapis Lazuli designates 
the proper psycho-physical conditions for birth. 



The Karmic Cycle and Sign 

In the last bar. do, the re-entry to birth phase when one cannot see his 
own reflection in a mirror, there occurs the expression: 

**Prolong assiduously the emanations of good karma 
(hzang.po.las). . . . Cultivate the priest as father and mother and 

22. Canda, folios 407-409. See also the Sanskrit text, Buddhist Wheel, pp. 468-469. 
There are certain discrepancies between the Tibetan and Sanskrit texts. 
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abandon jealousy."^^ Jealousy and the other contaminations appear as 

the primary expressions of bad karma (las.ngan). They stand consis- 
tently in relation to wandering. The Book of the Dead states in the 
re-recognition phase: "Alas! Through the force of the five poisons, 
this is the time of wandering in samsara.''^^ As we shall see shortly, 
the five poisons are a dominant set of emotions in the process of 
completion yoga. In the Book of the Deady in a similar structure, they 
arise in the first six days of the re-recognition phase. From a 
psychological and religious (and maybe ethical) point of view, this is 
probably the most important structure of karma for the focus of our 
attention. 

In the second phase of the first bar. do, the dying stage, karma acts 
on the "wind principle" in such a way as to direct it through the inner 
nerve system and out one of the orifices of the body. This is impor- 
tant, for the lower the wind descends, the more bad karma it bears in 
the future. The Book of the Dead does not explain this in detail but 
simply states: 

After the good and bad karma moves the wind into one or the other right 
and left channel, it will come out from one or the other apertures; and then 
there will be the entering on the path of clear knowledge. 

As the passage suggests and as the Book of the Dead briefly relates in 
earlier passages, the movement of the wind is a concern which entails 

the knowledge of specialized techniques. Ideally, as in the Utpatti- 

kramayoga of the Nepalese, the wind is to be directed through a spot 
(mastaka) in the top of the head. This technique with its concommit- 
ant system of channels has a salvific as well as a medical value; if the 
technique is successful at this dying moment, as the Book of the Dead 
states, 

karma is without its bridling power. For example, it is like the light of the 
sun that dispels the darkness. The clear light of the path defeats the power of 
darkness and there is liberation. 

When liberation is nor imminent and the signs have not been under- 
stood, the wanderer, in fleeing from them, cannot distinguish be- 
tween happiness and misery. The signs, that is, the karmic errors, 

23. Bar. do, p. 38. 

24. Bar. do, p. 38. 

25. Bar.do, p. 12. For a more detailed system explaining the channels, see 

Nan. don., {olio 5. 

26. Bar.do, p. 13. 
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seem to take on a life of their own and to function in the thought of 
the wanderer as a kind of trickster. In this drama of will and fate, the 
wanderer may still be released and is urged by the priest to fasten 
himself to the flow of good karma. 

But what is the good karma? Or, to put it in a more precise way, 
where does karma receive the value "good"? The Book of the Dead is 
explicit in stating how the wanderer should fasten himself to the flow 
of good karma. At the time it is tempted by the copulating parents 
it is offered five methods by which it will not enter the womb. These 
methods define not only the way to link up with good karma but, as 
such, define good karma. That is to say, in the first method the 
emphasis is placed on perseverance; in the second it should cultivate 
the copulating male and female as one's guru in the male and female 
aspects without entering between them,^® and it should perform 
prostrations and make offerings with the mind. In the third method, 
although perseverance is again mentioned, the emphasis is on the 
nullification of the lust and hatred that the wanderer feels for the 
copulating parents. In the fourth method, if the wanderer is still 
unsuccessful in closing the door to the womb, it is to regard all 
substance as false and untrue.-'^ For the hfth method — the other four 
failing — the wanderer should cultivate the thought that "all this is the 
manifestation of its own mind and that the mind itself is like may a — 
from the beginning, nothing."^^ 

The sign, then, includes the appearance of devotional exercises and 
any indication of perseverance or of an attitude that regards all sub- 
stances as false. Theoretically, every Buddhist rite is a karma sign- 
structure with salvihc possibilities. For example, in the Mahakala rite, 
ambrosia is realized through a series of signs: 

From the own nature of svinyata is a three-cornered cauldron from the 
(syllable) rni; there is a jewelled skull vessel from the (syllable) a and from 
the (syllables) yam. ram. lam. kham. am (issues) bile, blood, brain marrow, 
flesh and bone that designate the five poisons. Then, on top, contemplate the 
three seed syllables (orh.dh.hum); and after everything melts there evolves 
ambrosia.^* 

The above quote is a short version of a common paradigm that 
reoccurs in the Mahakala rite. Since the goal of the rite is to receive 

27. Bar.do, p. 91. 28. Bar. do, p. 92. 29. Bar.do, p. 95. 
30. Bar.do, p. 96. 31. Stablein, Mahakala Tantra, p. 51. 
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the powers of body, speech, and mind,^^ we have focused, albeit 
briefly, on the key sign-structure of karma; put in the form of a series: 
mind aggregates = hatred, lust, and mental confusion = siinyata (i.e., 
all substance is false) = syllables (miy Uy etc.) = images (cauldron, 
etc.) = syllables (yam, etc.) = bile, blood, etc. = the five poisons = 
om.ah.hum (Buddha*s body, speech, and mind) = melting (peak 
moment of transsignifying) = ambrosia (amrta) = body-, speech-, 
and mind-power (kayasiddhi, etc.). 

Returning now to the Book of the Dead, if we assume that the 
wanderer fails in the five methods of closing the womb door, he will 
choose or be driven to rebirth; at this point, we must turn to the Lapis 
Lazuli in order to complete the picture. 

The wanderer receives a value of indulgence from the sign of the 
copulating parents who in turn are grasping because of the fundamen- 
tally identical karma. The nature of the value is the extension of flesh. 
The Lapis Lazuli says: 

After the wandering bar. do consciousness is set in motion by the winds of 
karma with whatever merit or demerit it may have, and, also, by nescience 
and the remaining obscurities, a basis is formed in the copulating parents. 
When the five elements with the semen, blood, and thought accumulate 
together and are suitably aggregated, it is the cause of the formation of the 
child in the womb.^^ 

In the case of serious impairments of the semen, blood, and thought 
which cause sterility, the Lapis Lazuli quotes the commentary on the 
Astahgahrdayasamhita, which recommends curing ceremonies to 
purify each of the impairments. Presumably these ceremonies are 
thought effective, which calls attention to the condition that, in ef- 
fect, karma can be altered through the medium of ritual. 

Karma, as we might expect, plays an important role in explaining 
the inability to reproduce, and, as such, provides us with a theory of 
transgenetics that allows considerable scope for philosophical expla- 
nation. The Lapis Lazuli, this time quoting ihesUtra literature, states: 

That which is karma is substance arising from the aggregates of unpredict- 
able merits and demerits which constitute the sentient being who wanders in 

the re-entry intermediate state; and it is the cause of acquiring a human 
body. If the accumulating meritorious karma is the same kind as the karma 

32. Stablein, Mahakala Tantra, pp. 70—71. 

33. Bai.sngon, folio 94. 

34. Bai.sngon, folios 94 and 95. 
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of the mother and father it will enter this womb. But the karma that is not 
reciprocal means that the consciousness will not be deposited in the par- 
ents* womb.^^ 

Karma is seldom termed substance (dngos), but in the effort to ex- 
plain the reasons for a consciousness not entering the womb, the 
substantive explanation seems inevitable. In this case, the question 
arises: does the wanderer create substance because of its own lack of 
awareness and inability to see the apparitions as sunyata} The ques- 
tion is not answered, for such an attempt in the dialogue may produce 
a more embarrassing question concerning the existence of self 
(atman ), a problem that seems to be taken as a moot point in the Bud- 
dhist Tantric literature. 

Even though karma does not have the status of a permanent being 
of any kind, its value, a value of having mighty power (las.nid. 
dbang.htsanp^ which controls and directs the consciousness 
— at least in certain phases — almost betrays the no-permanent- 
self concept as being a mere heuristic device. This must be the 
reason why the texts are careful not to confuse consciousness with 
karma, even good karma, so that it is not only non-self that becomes 
a heurism but, also, karma. The above passage could be evidence that 
karma is a metaphor for genetics. Indeed, what we are confronted 
with in our study of karma is a genetic concept of the aggregates, or 
defiled impressions. The Lapis Lazuli quotes the Garland of Vajra 
Tantra in the following way: 

The cause is the bar. do consciousness, the mind of defiled impressions. Seen 
as another form, it is like an expanding bubble. The meaning is not known 
for certain, but the wind concretizes the obscurities into a unity. After the 
storehouse-consciousness is drawn, the impressions are conducted to enter 
the womb. Then the impressions themselves control the consciousness and 
the blood-semen drops become mixed together with the storehouse- 
consciousness. It is just like one who is intoxicated with the taste of spirits.^® 

The structural connections between the Book of the Dead and the 
Lapis Lazuli become clear in the embryology which encom- 
passes the same radical structure of signs that are expressed in terms 

35. Bai.sngon, folio 96. 

36. Bai.sngon, folio 98. 

37. The form zluh is not clear to me. 

38. Bai.sngon, folios 109 and 110. 
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of Oppositions. The Lapis Lazuliy drawing upon the sutra literature, 
states: 

After the consciousness aggregates come to the womb, there first of all arise 
two kinds of mental oppositions.^'^ What are the two? If at the time of 
copulation the wanderer is to be born as a male, lust will be generated for the 
mother and hatred for the father. ... If the wanderer is to be a female, lust 
is generated for the father and hatred for the mother. 

That the medical tradition deems the poisons, hatred and lust, to be 
the ultimate cause of disease (as secondary growths of ignorance) 
confirms our position that not only is there a common structure to 
both Tibetan medicine and Buddhist Tantra but that their underlying 
conception of mental oppositions is a natural structure of karma; that 
is to say, karma takes its value from the concept of mental opposi- 
tions, which hence constitute a transgenetic unit of the bar. do con- 
sciousness. These texts make transgenetic sense out of the birth- 
rebirth process. 

When we come to the actual moment of conception, for example, 
we read: 

It is hke the light rays of the sun that burn wood and grass through the 
power of a magnifying crystal. The wood does not appear to touch the 
magnifying crystal; and further, even though the magnifying crystal does not 
appear to touch the wood, it burns. In the same way, the consciousness 
enters the inside of the womb, and so it is said that it enters from invisible 
doors. Because the sentient being entering the womb is invisible it is con- 
sidered not to be a foundation. . . . This is said to be similar to the place in 
the womb of sentient beings. For example, fire is connected with the light 
rays of the sun and meets with the jewel called magnifying crystal; even 
though the light may be obscured, it spreads to the wood through the place 
of the crystal. Reaching that (wood), the penetration is invisible. In the same 
way, even though the being of the re-entry consciousness is invisible, it 
reaches the place of the womb. It enters that place."** 

Karma is given the status of bringing together the first channels (or 
nerves) after the being of the re-entry consciousness enters the womb: 
"The paths of the right and left channels of the semen and the womb 
(ovaries?) are connected by the power of karma."'*^ Hence, in Tantric 

39. This is an important term in the philosophical literature designating duality, such 
as attractive-unattractive: (phyin.ci.log). 

40. Bai.sngon, folio 110. 

41. Bai.sngon, folio 112. 

42. Bai.sngon, folio 119. 
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meditation when it is said that the right and left channels must fuse 
into the middle channel it is tantamount to a purification of the power 
of karma. The signs, the right and left channels, take their value from 
karma, but with the understanding that karma takes its value from the 
poisons and that the poisons are sunyata. The expression "power of 
karma" (las.kyi.dhang) is employed in such a way as to focus on a 
hypothetical embryological structure (i.e., the original channels) 
which not only explains the embryo's earliest formation but provides 
the Tibetan Buddhist with a path to salvation in his very being. The 
same phrase is used in the description of the embryo's continuing 
development from the moment of conception: 



From the moment when the blood, semen, and thought are massed together 
(i.e., conception), through the first month, by means of the power of karma 
there evolves a life-wind from the storehouse-consciousness. One half of the 
life-wind becomes thoroughly mixed with all of the elements of the blood 
and semen, just like milk when it is churned into curds. In the same way, in 
the second week, after the evolution of that which is called the completely 
amalgamated karmic wind, it becomes a slightly oblong form which is a lit- 
tle thick. In the third week, after the evolution of the wind-treasury karma, 
the own-nature of the thickness comes into being like the actual formation 
of curd.'*^ 



Karma is vulnerable, especially up through the third week of the 
developing embryo, at which time the sex of the foetus is said to be 
subject to change through the process of center-altering. This is a 
ritual, the details of which are not without interest, but not central to 
the point of the present essay. 

Now that we have followed karma through the bar. do with its 
salvific possibilities into the very flesh and blood, we should be curi- 
ous as to how karma or expressions closely contingent on the idea of 
karma, such as the five poisons, are used in relation to the new array 
of signs we have learned from the embryological process. We will see 
further how this sign- structure of karma accommodates the ter- 
minology utilized in the ritual-meditative tradition which, in turn, 
was partly based on a reductive conception of the body, that is, the 
body reduced to the three channels as a basis for a karmic being. 

43. Bai.sngon, folio 122. 44. Bai.sngon, folio 122. 
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The Etiology of Corporeal Karma and Salvation as "Great Time" 

When the Book of the Dead, the Lapis Lazuli, and the Canda elabo- 
rate the wanderer's lust and hatred for its future parents, and espe- 
cially when the Book of the Dead describes karma as a force that we 
may liken to a trickster, clearly, at least for the moment when the 
wanderer succumbs to the enticement of the copulating parents, the 
cards are stacked against him in favor of the poisons — especially 
hatred and lust — the karmic nexus of the flow of suffering and 
disease. 

The Lapis Lazuli in the section on physiology formulates the 
syndrome in terminology that enables us to extend further the sign 
structure of karma into blood and flesh: the structure itself is the 
formation of the channels. 

The channels, popularly related to cakras, are not only significant 
for an understanding of esoteric meditation, but form an important 
structure in the Tibetan medical tradition. They help our process of 
understanding, not so much in the development of the physiological 
body, but rather in the conception of the emotional body constituting 
what the Buddhist Tantric tradition deems the five poisons. As such, 
it is not incorrect to think of this as a secondary extension of the 
primordial karmic body, that is, the wandering consciousness, or the 
aggregates of consciousness. 

The basis of these channels is the life channel, which is formed 
gradually with the navel and produces the other channels (in the hfth 
week), as well as wind and drop (sperm essence)."*^ The channels are 
not completely explained but are nonetheless mentioned as if they 
were a necessary step in the formation of the embryo. Let us turn 
again to the Lapis Lazuli: 

The channel that generates the humors such as phlegm, the cause of the 
water principle, is the left one; the one that generates bile and so on, the 
cause of the fire principle, is the right one; and the channel that generates 
wind and so on, possessing the wind principle, is below the stomach.'*^. . . 
The brain constitutes delusion as well as phlegm; delusion is based on the 
brain. And since, to a very large extent, it is observed that depression and 
obscurity arise from the head, and because phlegm is produced from delu- 
sion, therefore cause, secondary cause, and result are found in the top part of 
the body. Blood, the cause of the fire principle and related to the right 

45. Bai.sngon, folio 128. 46. Bai.sngon, folios 128 and 129. 
47. Bai.sngon, folios 151 and 152. 
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channel, constitutes hatred and bile; hatred is based on blood and the black 
left channel. Because bile is produced from hatred, its cause, secondary 
cause, and result are found in the middle part of the body. When hatred 
suddenly arises, spasms can be observed to arise in the middle part of the 
body. Moreover, wind, the cause of the knowledge principle, guides prop- 
erly the body's breath. One extremity of the wind reaching below the navel 
causes the principle of bliss and forms the hidden place (genitalia). The 
semen, then, constitutes lust and wind; lust is observed to appear in the 
hidden places (genitalia) of the mother and father. Since wind arises from 
lust, the cause, secondary cause, and result are found in the lower part of the 
body.*® 

To clarify the structure a little more, and to see karma in the light of 
its salvific dimensions, we should recall the three poisons of the mind 
aggregates in the dependent origination process and turn again to the 
Canddy which reiterates in a slightly different way the process of 
rebirth. We should keep in mind that the following passage is part of 
the Canda*s interpretation of the dependent origination process: 

After the bar. do being acquires the basis of the six senses with nescience (and 
the remaining links) and sees the three worlds, it also sees the lust traces of 
its (potential) mother and father. Having been catapulted by one*s karma of 
previous births, one will be born there. Because this is the birth where the 
wanderer sees the (erotic) delights of his mother and father, he feels their 
touching. Then, if the wanderer is going to be a male, he will see his own 
form as a baby boy; and his most intense lustful thought will arise for his 
mother as well as a thought possessing great hatred for his father. Through 
lust and hatred there will be feelings of bliss as well as suffering. Then, 
thinking that by joining in this conjugality he will share in the delight — even 
though there may be no feelings of particular suffering or bliss — the wan- 
derer through his former lives will return (to samsaric existence). Then, 
because of the great thirst which catapults the wanderer by means of the 
winds of its former karma (sngon.gyi.las.kyi.rlung), the thought arises, "I 
should make myself happy." Then, having considered that if born a male he 
would desire his own mother, the wanderer's thought, in the manner of a 
shooting star, enters from the path of the father's head and establishes the 
semen. Because the thought is established (in the father's semen), the con- 
sciousness realizes itself yearning for bliss (for the mother, the Sanskrit text 
adds). Hence the cause of bliss is incorporated (in this process). Then, the 
lust traces become one taste with the semen by means of great lust. It then 
issues from the father's vajra (genitalia) by means of the middle channel and 
is established in the womb-channel through its channel of the Vajra- 
principle queen who exists within the opening of the padma (the woman's 
genitalia), in the manner of trickling thought (semen), and then there is 
birth. ... If the wanderer is to be born a girl, the thought-consciousness 

48. Bai.sngon, folios 153-155. See also Nang. don., folio 17. 
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will have lust traces for the father and hatred for the mother. The conscious- 
ness, dropping into the padma from the way in the mother's head and 
coalescing with the father's semen, establishes the channel of its birth and 
sees itself in the form of a woman. So it is born according to its former birth 
(i.e., karma, but specifically according to the moment of lust traces for the 
father)/^ 

The three channels are a natural structure. They are a focus which 
introduces the psychophysical function of karma in four dimensions: 
embryology, rebirth, death, and salvation. This is the sense im- 
mediately grasped by a trained ritual specialist of Vajrayana Bud- 
dhism. The channels lend absolute value to karma, and, as such, 
denote the salvific "perfect (or completed) way" (rdzogs.rim), the 
advanced stage of Tantric yoga. The best written example of 
this structure that I have seen is in an explanatory text to the Maha- 
kala rite: 

In the middle of the five channel complexes there are: in the head, the white 
orh, the nature of confusion; in the neck, the red hrih, the nature of lust; in 
the heart, the blue-blackish hitrhy the nature of hatred; in the navel, the 
yellow ram, the nature of pride; and in the genitalia region, the green harhy 
the nature of envy. These five poisons, the five sacred knowledges (including 
the dichotomy of) knowledge-ignorance, are unified without exception. The 
five poisons of sentient beings and oneself are raised from everywhere 
through the flowing light rays (i.e., the sacred knowledge light rays); melt- 
ing into the five seed syllables, they absorb all the obscurations and defile- 
ments. . . . When the breath is held because it burns down by means of the 
sacred knowledge, the ham of the genitalia region will burn. After it burns 
upward, having burned the other four seed syllables, the defilements of the 
five poisons are cultivated as pure and the breath is revived and suppressed. 
The nature of the burned seed syllables are: in the head, a white coupling 
Mahakala and consort symbolical of body, and on the thirty-two petals, 
white Dakinis holding choppers and skull bowls; (similarly, couples in neck, 
heart, navel, and genitals). 

The structural connections between the medical and meditative 
traditions suggest a universe of signs and discourse based on the 
radical concepts of birth-rebirth, death-redeath , and salvation. The 
latter, in turn, reflects a ritual-meditative tradition beginning (in 
Buddhism) with the many accounts of Sakyamuni's meditation on 
dependent origination, which is, in essence, repeated in the Canda. A 
Buddhist attempts to be mindful of an existence based on nescience, 

49. Canda, folios 409-410. See also the Sanskrit text, Buddhist Wheel, p. 469. 

50. Mgon, folios 13-14. (See n. 3 above.) 
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and he aspires to the suppression of existence as leading to the sup- 
pression of nescience which is tantamount to the suppression of 
karma (karmanirodha). We have seen how the more biological as- 
pects of existence such as blood, semen, and humors are specifically 

interlocked with the dependent-origination process and, further, with 
the Mahakala yoga where the poisons are given absolute value as 
designated by the deities coupling with their consorts. The sign of 
suppression in the yogic context is holding the breath, which creates 
the heat that burns the poisons. The process is similar in all of the 
Buddhist Tantra meditation cycles. 

The Mahakala cycle is of particular significance because of its rela- 
tion to time: "Only he whose body possesses Great Time is known as 
Mahakala."^ ^ A goal of the praxis is to become Great Time through 
the yogic process. The suppression of karma in Tantra, then, is not 
just the suppression of each link of the chain of dependent origination 
but the suppression of ordinary meditation by means of the cultiva- 
tion of the body, speech, and mind of the mythical perfect body — the 
Vajra body. The Mahakala Tantra puts it this way: 

Even he who propounds nihilism would be making the karma of nonexis- 
tence and existence. When coupling according to one's capacity, cultivate 
not having mental configuration. In the world, there is no (conceived) seed 
without method. ^2 

The procreative and embryological metaphors for karma are clear. 
Tantra removes karma from the possibility of heresy by relegat- 
ing it to a structural metaphor which is a means and an end at the 
same time. 



Conclusion: Pure Womb, Pure Karma 

In the Tantras there is no end to the equivalencies of the world of 
flesh and absolute value. Yet on the level of praxis these relationships 
are unstable. Even on the level of sentence analysis, such polarities are 
not liable to generate systems of meaning reflective of the intention of 
the Tantras. Although we have not clearly demonstrated that the 
Tantras regard all things as a language, without resorting to a mind- 
only interpretation of our subject it is clear enough that the implied 
theory of karma in the Tantras rests upon the procreative and em- 
bryological metaphorical models. The language forms its own struc- 

51. Stablein, Mahakalatantra, p. 109. 52. Idem. 
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ture with its own transcendent value disclosing a universe, indeed a 
womb, of spontaneously appearing substructures according to the 
nature of the practitioner. 

Since the value of karma in Tantra is derived from oppositions 
inextricably interlocked with the womb and what it represents, not 
only in the embryological context but also in the discourse of 
mythos, we must present what is at the very heart of Tantra and is, in 
some sense, the most enigmatic of Tantric sentences — the opening 
line of numerous Tantric texts. The Mahakala Tantra, for example, 
begins with: "Thus I have heard; at one time the Lord was dwelling in 
a desireless manner within the genetrix of the Goddess ."^^ Thus we 
have from the beginning a procreative metaphor that is as poetic and 
mythic as it is psychological or religious. For the practitioner who 
follows the Tantras it is this womb that is sought; and hence, when he 
constructs his mandala, regardless of the deities involved, it is the 
mandala as the womb which is being projected with all of its genera- 
tive possibilities. That this is the space where the Lord lives and 
where the sacred dialogue between him and the Goddess is recorded 
is also the mind of enlightenment; that is to say, the mandala is also 
the semen. The body is generated as the mandala (and womb-semen) 
and is constituted of body, speech, and mind. Hence, another version 
of the first chapter of the Mahakala Tantra states: "Thus I have 
heard: at one time the Lord was dwelling in the tripartite principle 
(i.e., body, speech, and mind) of the Goddess."^"* 

The problem of karma, then, is to understand the absolute value by 
means of the corporeal sign which is incorporated by the projection 
of the divine conjugal couple. The outward construction and delinea- 
tion of the rite makes possible the momentary establishment of a 
circumference which enables the practitioner to focus on body, 
speech, and mind as pure substance. Ratiocination, breathing, and 
the poisons as the accumulations are released from their dependence, 
not into annihilation but into one's womh-mandala, where they take 
on or begin to take on an absolute value. 

The five stages of Tantric self-yoga^^ are called the pure dwellings, 

53. Stablein, Mahakalatantra, p. 111. 

54. Ibid., p. 107. 

55. This self-yoga is implicit in every Mahakala rite, but in particular it is used in the 
fulfillment and healing ritual performed on the twenty-ninth day of every lunar 
month. See William Stablein, "Mahakala Neo-Shaman: Master of the Ritual," in 
Spirit Possession in the Nepal Himalayas, John Hitchcock and Rex Johns, eds. (En- 
gland: Aris & Phillips, 1975), pp. 361-375. 
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or foundations; they present quite succinctly the soteriological di- 
mension of karma that is, in essence, the womb where the Lord 
dwells: a dwelling of pure semen, pure blood, pure consciousness, 
and the principle source for the projection of absolute value. This is a 
metaphorical structure of oppositions that disclose an underlying fic- 
tion which, in turn, has an even deeper layer of science. The fiction is 
the conventional world of karma with its edifice of flesh, blood, 
semen, consciousness, and complex of emotions. The science is not 
only the observations and knowledge of this corporeal edifice but the 
manner in which it is incorporated in the dharmic rite which enables 
the Tantric Buddhist to experience the edifice as siinyata, purity, and 
the womb. 
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Karma and 
the Problem of Rebirth 
in Jainism 
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Although nearly every religious or philosophical tradition of India 
has accepted the idea of karma as valid, a wide divergence exists in the 
extent to which various schools have developed this idea into a coher- 
ent system of doctrine. In terms of the level of interest shown in such 
development — a level best measured by the amount of sacred and 
scholastic works devoted to it — one tradition, that of the Jainas, 
stands clearly apart from all others. In addition to the large number of 
Karma-grantha texts found among the ^vetambara scriptures, Dig- 
ambaras possess some thirty-eight volumes of the Satkhandagamay 
the Kasaya-prabhrtUi and their commentaries.^ Portions of the latter 

1. For a complete bibliography of the Svetambara Karma-grantha literature, see 
Glasenapp, The Doctrine of Karman in Jain Philosophy (Bombay, 1942), pp. xi-xx. 

The Satkhan(i7igama is said to have been composed hy Puspndnntn nn d Rh 

(circa a d. 200). It comprises 6,000 aphorisms (sutras) in Prakrit and is divided into six 
parts. The first five parts have a commentary called Dhavala by Virasena (a.d. 816), 
which has been edited by Hiralal Jain and published in sixteen volumes by the Jaina 
Sahityoddharaka Fund, Amaravati, 1939-59. The sixth part of the Satkhandagama, 
called Mahabandha, is better known by the alternate title Mahadhavala; it has been 
edited by Phool Chandra Sidbhantasastri and published in seven volumes by the 
Bharatiya Vidyapltha (Benares, 1947-58). A second important scriptural work be- 
longing to the same genre is the Kasayaprabhrta of Gunabhadra (a d. ca. 200). This 
text, together with its commentary Jayadhavala by Virasena and his disciple Jinasena 
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are said to represent the only surviving examples of the ancient Purva 
texts, which Digambaras suggest may even predate Mahavira himself. 
All of these materials deal in great detail with various problems relat- 
ing to karma in its four aspects, namely, influx (asrava), bondage 
(bandha), duration (sthiti), and fruition (anubhaga).^ 

Jainas seem to have been preoccupied with these problems from the 
earliest times; not only do their own scriptures pay a great deal of 
attention to such matters, but certain Buddhist writings in Pali at- 
tempt to discredit Jaina theories of karma, indicating that these 
theories were even then seen as fundamental to the overall Jaina 
world-view.^ 

We are not yet in a position to explain definitively the earlier and 
more intense interest in karma shown by Jaina thinkers (and, to a 
lesser extent, by those of the Buddhists) relative to their Brahmanical 
counterparts. Perhaps the entire concept that a person's situation and 
experiences are in fact the results of deeds committed in various lives 
may be not of Aryan origin at all, but rather may have developed as 
part of the indigenous Gangetic tradition from which the various 
Sramana movements arose. In any case, as we shall see, Jaina views 
on the process and possibilities of rebirth are distinctively non- 
Hindu; the social ramifications of these views, moreover, have been 
profound. 



(a d. ca. 800-870), has been edited by Phool Chandra Siddhantasastn and published 

in fifteen volumes by the Bharatiya Digambara Jaina Granthamala (Mathura, 1942- 
75). All ot these Digambara works, which are of epic proportions (comprising 
altogether some 172,000 "slokas" [1 sloka = 32 syllables]), have been brought to light 
only in the last thirty years and have not been fully studied even in India outside a 
small circle of Jaina scholars. Umasvati's TattvarthasHtra and Pujyapada's commen- 
tary thereon called Sarvarthasiddhi are the two most popular works studied in the 
Jaina schools. For a translation of the latter work, see S. A. Jain, Reality (Calcutta, 
1960). 

2. The fact that Jainas regard karma as material (paudgalika), in contrast to such 

relatively abstract concepts as samskara of the Brahmanical schools and hJja of the 
Buddhists, is too well known to require discussion here. For a lucid presentation of 
the comprehensive Jaina teaching of the karmic process, see N. Tatia, Studies in Jaina 
Philosophy (Benares, 1951), pp. 220-260. 

3, . . . evam vutte . . . te Nigantha mam etad avocum: "Nigantho, avuso, 

Nataputto sabbannu sabbadassavi aparisesam iianadassanani patijanati" ... so evam 
aha: "atthi kho vo, Nigantha, pubbe papakammam katarn, tarn imaya katukaya 
dukkarakarikaya nijjiretha; yam pan' ettha etarahi kayena sarnvuta vacaya sairivuta 
manasa sarnvuta tarn ayatim papassa kammassa akaranam; iti purananarn kammanarn 
tapasa byantibhava, navanam kammanarn akarana, ayatim anavassavo, ayatim 
anavassava kammakkhayo, kammakkhaya dukkhakkhayo, dukkhakkhaya vedanak- 
khayo, vedanakkhaya sabbam dukkham nijjinnam bhavissati ti . . . " {Maj- 
jhimanikaya I, p. 93 [PTS]). 
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A significant issue in Indian philosophy concerns the actual size of 
the soul. Virtually all the Vedic darsanas assert that the soul is vibhu, 
omnipresent; Ramanuja's theory of an atomic, dimensionless soul 
stands as the only orthodox exception to this view. An all-pervasive 
soul would of course be free from spatial limitation by the body; 
indeed, the very idea of "dimensions" cannot be appHed to such an 
entity at all. Jainas, however, have consistently rejected the vibhu 
theory, arguing that since a soul cannot experience the sorrow or 
happiness resulting from its karma except in the context of mind, 
senses, and body, any existence of the soul outside that context be- 
comes incompatible with the function of the karmic mechanism. This 
line of thought leads directly to the basic Jaina doctrine that a soul is 
exactly coterminous with the body of its current state of bondage 
(svadehaparimana).^ Even a fully liberated soul (siddha), having 
completely transcended contact with the material realm, is said by the 
Jainas to retain the shape and size of that body which it occupied at 
the time moksa was attained.^ This latter doctrine is certainly a rather 
unexpected one, since, even in Jaina terms, total freedom from kar- 
mic bonds eliminated the necessity for any limitation upon the extent 
of the soul. The liberated soul, in other words, could have been seen 
as vibhu without in any way contradicting the Jaina position of the 
interdependence of soul and body.^ One can only conclude that the 
idea of this interdependence so dominated the minds of Jaina thinkers 
that they were somehow reluctant to dispense with the body com- 
pletely even in the case of moksa. Hence we have a doctrine in which 
the emancipated soul, though said to be forever free of former influ- 
ences, seems to display through its shape a sort of shadowy associa- 
tion with the embodied state. 

The Hindu doctrine of vibhu, as we have noted above, has some 
difficulty in explaining the limitation of a souPs experiences. That is, 
if the soul is in fact at all times everywhere, how does it come to 

4. For a Jaina critique of the vibhu theory, sec Malliscna's Sy7jciz\icla>}]atijari edited 
by J. C. Jain (Bombay, 1970), pp. dl-lb (henceforth referred to as SM). 

5. anakaratvan muktanam abhava it cen na; atitanantarasarirakaratvat. Sarvar- 
thasiddhiy edited by Phool Chandra SiddhantasastrT (Benares, 1971), 9.4 (henceforth 

referred to as SS). 

6. syan matam, yadi sariranuvadhayi jivah, tad abhavat svabhavikalokakasapari- 
manatvat tavad visarpanam prapnotiti. naisa dosah. kutah? karanabhavat. SS 9.4. 
The Jainas allow the possibility of a soul spreading throughout the lokakasa (without 
abandoning its body) just prior to attaining siddah -hood. This is called kevali- 
samndghata: yat punar astasamayasadhyakevalisamudghatadasayam arhatanam api 
. . . lokavyapitvenatmanah sarvavyapakatvam, tat kadacitkam (SM, p. 75). 
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undergo the experience of only one individual being at a time? This 
problem is dealt with by postulation of the so-called subtle body 
(siiksma-sarira), an entity said generally to be composed of eighteen^ 
subtle elements and to provide the link whereby a soul may — and 
must — be associated with a particular "gross" (i.e., manifest) state of 
embodiment. The subtle body is, in other words, a sort of "agent" 
for the soul; while the latter "stands still," as it were, the subtle body 
inhabits one life-matrix (human, animal, or whatever) after another, 
in each case associating the soul with the experiences of that matrix. 
Now, since the soul can experience nothing except in this limited way, 
it might be asked why the Brahmanical thinkers bothered to intro- 
duce the notion of vibhu in the first place; it is an attribute which 
certainly seems to have no practical effect upon the experiences of 
the soul. 

The answer to this question lies in what is perhaps the most funda- 
mental point of disagreement separating Brahmanical and Jaina 
philosophies. For the Brahmanical schools, that which is eternal 
(e.g., soul) cannot change, whereas for the Jainas, all existents, 
whether sentient (jiva) or insentient (ajiva), are eternal (as dravya, 
"substance") and at the same time subject to change (as paryaya, 
"modes") at every moment. ^ Thus it is possible for a soul in the Jaina 
system to move, to expand or contract into various shapes, and so 
forth. How, then, can it be said to be eternal? Because, the Jainas 
suggest, every existent (sat) possesses a quality called agHrulaghutva 
("undergoing neither gain nor loss"), whereby its total number of 
space-points (pradesa) remains unchanged regardless of the area into 
which these points must be accommodated. This is described as anal- 
ogous to a piece of cloth, the total material of which is the same 
whether it is folded or spread out flat. 

Bearing in mind the Brahmanical and Jaina views on the nature of 
the soul, we are now ready to compare the actual mechanisms of 
rebirth that these traditions have proposed. The most widely accepted 
Brahmanical description of this mechanism is strongly biological in 
tone. We are told that after severing its connection with the human 

7. purvotpannam asaktam niyatam mahadadisuksmaparyantam/ 

samsarati nirupabhogam bhavair adhivasitam lingam// 
Sahkhyakarika of Isvarakrsna, 40. 

8. sat dravyalaksanam/ utpadavyayadhrauvyayuktam sat/ 
tadbhavavyayam nityam/ 

TattvarthasHtra 5.29-31 
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body, the soul dwells for some twelve days in a transitional ghostly 
form (preta). Thereafter, freed from this limbo through ritual offer- 
ings (sraddha) by the son of the deceased, it travels upward to the 
"realm of the father" (pitr-loka), there to remain for an indeterminate 
period. Eventually it is brought back to earth with the rain, enters the 
food chain through absorption by a plant, and finally becomes associ- 
ated with the seed of a male who has eaten the fruit of that plant.' The 
act of intercourse thus "introduces** this soul into the womb where its 
new body will grow, and the entire process begins once more. The 
force of karma operates here in determining which potential father 
will eat which plant, thus guaranteeing the soul a set of circumstances 
appropriate to its prior experiences. 

Given their emphasis on the role of the body, we might have ex- 
pected the Jainas to provide an account even more heavily oriented 
towards the physiological than the one given above. For some reason, 
however, this was not the case. To the contrary, Jaina texts make 
absolutely no mention whatsoever of how a soul actually enters the 
body of the mother-to-be. It is said only that the soul moves into a 
new embryo within a single moment (samaya) after the death of the 
previous body. Perhaps this doctrinal assertion of so brief a period 
between births precluded the detailed elaboration of what actually 
took place during that period. It is also possible that Jaina acaryas 
may have simply been reluctant to include sexual references in their 
discussions. We are, however, only speculating here; all that can be 
said with certainty is that the issue of the soul's physical entry into the 
womb is simply ignored. Indeed, Jainas even seem to have been 
unaware of the theories put forth by their rivals; no mention, much 
less any attempt at refutation, is made with regard either to the 
Brahmanical notions already discussed or to the Vaibhasika theory 
that the transmigratory consciousness (referred to as gandharva)^^ 

9. For details, see I^ul Deussen, The System of the Vedanta, New York, 1973, pp. 

357-398. 

10. ekasamaya 'vigraha' (Tattvarthasiitra 2.29). See also note 29. 

11. "trayanam sthananam sammukhibhavat matuh kuksau garbhasyavakrantir- 
bhavati. mata kalya pi bhavati, rtumati ca. matapitarau raktau sannipatiuu ca. gan- 
dharvas ca pratyupasthito bhavati" iti. antarabhavam hitva ko* nyo gandharvah. . . . 
naiva cantarabhavikah kuksim bhitva pravlsate, api tu matur yonidvarena. . . .tarn 
desam aslisya ... iti upapanno bhavati {Abhidharmakosahhasyu, ed. P. Pradhan 
[Patna, 1967], 3.12-15). 

As the following quote suggests, there was no unanimity of opinion among 
Vaibhasika teachers as to the precise amount of time spent in the gandharva state; 
the tradition of seven days' "search" for new parents has perhaps been most widely 
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enters the vagina at the moment of intercourse and is thus trapped 
therein. Their silence here is unfortunate, since critical discussions of 
others' views would have forced both the parties criticized and the 
Jainas themselves to develop their positions in a more rigorous man- 
ner. Even in the absence of such discussions, however, it is by no 
means impossible to infer, on doctrinal grounds, the sorts of objec- 
tions that Jainas would have voiced had they chosen to do so. This 
may well prove to be an instructive exercise, since it will bring into 
focus certain of the beliefs most central to the Jaina conception of life 
in the universe. 

Consider, for example, the Brahmanical schema in which first rain, 
then plants, act as "vehicles" whereby a soul makes its way to its 
ultimate destination. For the Jainas, the realm of sentient existence is 
far too wide and diverse for such a thing to be possible; in their view 
even the raindrops, not to mention plant life, constitute examples of 
embodied souls. In this context it is possible for a soul to be reborn as 
a "water-body" (ap-kayika) or as a plant (vanaspati-kayika)y but not 
for these latter entities to function simply as insentient props in the 
life of a soul on its way to a human existence. The general Brahmani- 
cal explanation of the human rebirth process, therefore, would in 
Jaina terms entail at least two intermediate births in extremely low- 
level destinies (gati), a suggestion which violates Jaina rules pertain- 
ing to the operation of karma. To see how this is so, let us look in 
more detail at the various kinds of destinies in which the Jainas be- 
lieve a soul may find itself. 

In common with other Indian schools, Jainas affirm the birth- 
categories of gods, men, hell-beings, and tiryancas ("those going 
horizontally," e.g., animals). Each of these categories is generally 
associated with a particular vertically ordered tier of the three- 
dimensional universe; men, for example, dwell in the centrally lo- 
cated madhyalokuy gods above them in the devalokas, and hell-beings 
below in the various infernal regions. (The case of the tiryancas is 
somewhat more complex, as will be seen below.) The Jainas, how- 
ever, have extended this system in two ways. On the one hand, they 
have postulated a class of emancipated souls, the "liberated ones" or 

accepted: kiyantam kalam avatisthate? nasti nlyama iti Bhadantah . . . saptaham 
tisthatiti Bhadanta Vasumitrah . . . saptahanity apare . . . alpam kalam iti Vaib- 
hasikah. Ibid. 3, 14. For an example of the belief in a seven-week period, see The 
Tibetan Book of the Dead, edited by W. Y. Evans- Wentz (New York, 1960). 
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siddhas referred to earlier, who are said to have gone beyond sarnsara 
altogether and remain forever at the very apex of the universe. On 
the other hand, they have broken down the tiryanca into numerous 
carefully defined subcategories. While this latter move may at first 
glance seem to be a mere scholastic exercise, closer examination re- 
veals that what we have here is a doctrinally significant analysis of the 
lower reaches of existence. The addition of this analysis, together 
with that of the siddha theory referred to above, transforms the stan- 
dard "four destinies" model from a rather simplistic description of 
the range of life into what is, for the Jainas, a truly comprehensive 
statement of the possibilities available to the soul. As we shall see, 
moreover, there may well be implicit in the Jaina system what can 
only be called a theory of evolution. While the Jainas themselves 
subscribe to the notion of a cyclic, beginningless universe and so do 
not accept any such theory, their own texts seem to provide justifica- 
tion for such an inference. To make this point clear, let us consider 
more closely the specific manner in which the various tiryancas have 
been described. 

It should first be noted that "levels of existence," in the Jaina view, 
reflect a scale of "awareness" (upayoga) on the part of the soul; hence 
the liberated soul is omniscient (sarvajna), gods have a wider range of 
knowledge than do men, and so on. The same system of ordering 
obtains within the tiryanca category itself. At the top of this group 
stand those animals, such as the lion,^^ which are said to possess five 
sense-faculties (indriya), plus a certain capacity for reflection 
(samjni). Next are those which have five senses but lack the reflective 
capacity (asamjni). Moving down the list, we are told of creatures 
with four, three, and two senses, respectively. Finally, and most im- 
portant to the present discussion, are the ekendriyas, single-sense 
beings whose whole awareness is limited to the tactile mode. Whereas 
the higher tiryancas are of a limited number and dwell in the 
madhyaloka, ekendriyas are too numerous to count and may be 
found in every part of the universe. They consist, moreover, of five 
distinct types: prthvi-kayika ("earth-bodies"), ap-kayika ("water- 

12, See Appendix 1 to this chapter for a diagrammatic representation of the Jaina 
universe. 

13. It is beheved that samjni animals are capable of receiving religious instruction 
and also that Mahavira himself was awakened to the spiritual life while existing as a 
lion. See Gunabhadra's Uttarapurana, 74.167-220, (Benares, 1968). 
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bodies"), tejo-kayika ("fire-bodies"), vayu-kayika ("air-bodies"), 
SLTidvanaspati ("vegetable life").*^ As the names suggest, the first four 
of these are little more than single "molecules" of the various funda- 
mental elements, each one a rudimentary body for some soul. The 
vanaspati are, again, of two kinds: those called pratyeka, which have 
an entire plant-body "to themselves" (i.e., one plant/one soul), and 
finally, the sadharana, or nigoda, those which are at so low a level 
that they do not even possess an individual body, but rather exist as 
part of a cluster or "ball" (golaka) of organisms of the same type. 
Souls in such clusters, moreover, must live and die as a group, sup- 
posedly attaining rebirth m the same state eighteen times within the 
space of a single human breath. Not only are the nigodas "colonial" 
(in the sense that this term is appUed to algae, for example), but the 
clusters in which they dwell may in turn occupy the bodies of other^ 
higher souls, thereby achieving an almost parasitic mode of existence. 
Nigodas are said to be found in virtually every corner of the universe; 
only the bodies of gods, hell-beings, and the "element bodies" re- 
ferred to above do not harbor them. It is further believed that these 
tiny creatures tend to become especially concentrated in the flesh of 
human beings and animals as well as in certain roots and bulbs. Such 
likely "hosts" are therefore banned as food for the devout Jaina, since 
their consumption would involve the death of an unacceptably large 
number of souls. 

It may well be asked what sort of deeds (karmas) one must commit 
in order to deserve rebirth in a state so debased as that of the nigodas. 
In the only known reference to this problem we are told how Mak- 
khali Gosala, leader of the Ajivika sect, doomed his soul to just such a 
fate by propounding what must have been for the Jainas the ultimate 
heresy, namely, that knowledge was in no way efficacious in terms of 

14. prthivyaptejovayuvanaspatayah sthavarah/ {TattvarthasHtra 2.13). 

15. saharanodayena nigodasarira havanti samanna/ 
te puna duviha jiva badarasuhumatti vinneya// 
saharanamaharo saharanamanapanagahanam ca/ 
saharanajivanam saharanalakkhanam bhaniyam// 
jatthekka marai jivo tattha du maranam have anamtanam/ 
bakkamai jattha ekko bakkamanatp tattha 'namtanam/7 

Goryiniatasara (Jlvakdnda ) 191-193 (Agas, 1959) 

16. The following plants are among those forbidden as food for a Jaina: turmeric, 
ginger, cardamom, garlic, bamboo, carrot, radish, beetroot, tamarind, banyan, 
margosa. For details, see R. Williams, Yoga (London, 1963), pp. 110-116. 
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the possibility of attaining moksa. ^"^ (Buddhists seem to have been 
equally offended by Gosala's views; their texts suggest that not only 
must he have gone to hell, but for such a person there could be no 
possibility of enlightenment even in the future.)*^ It is clear, then, 
that only some shockingly evil act could send a soul to the nigoda 
realm. This idea seems to present no difficulties until we consider one 
further — and little-known — aspect of Jaina doctrine concerning the 
nigodas. This states that there are in fact two distinct types of souls in 
nigoda: those which have at some time been in higher states but have 
fallen back, as Gosala did, and those which have never yet been out of 
nigoda existence. The souls in question are referred to as itara-nigoda 
and nitya-nigoda respectively. Nitya here had the sense not of 
"forever" but of "always up to now"; itara means simply "those 
other than" the members of the nitya class. These are Digambara 
terms; those employed by the Svetambaras are very similar in mean- 
ing. T\iQ nitya-nigoda are, for example, called by ihtm. avyavaharika, 
"not susceptible of specific designation," that is, having no individual 
forms, while the itara-nigoda receive, along with all higher beings, 
the label of vyavaharika, "specifiable." Members of the itara group 
are of course also without individual bodies, but they have, at some 
time, at least entered the system wherein such bodies are obtained. 

Now, what can it mean to say that there are certain souls which 
have always been nigodasf If such were indeed the case, then the 
whole notion of placement within a given destiny on the basis of 

17. See A. N. Upadhye, "Darsanasara of Devasena: Critical text," in the Annals of 
the Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute, 15, nos. 3-4, 198-206. Also my 
article, "The Jainas and the Western Scholar," in Sambodhi (Prof. A. N. Upadhye 
Commemoration Volume), L.D. Institute of Indology (Ahmedabad, July 1976), 

pp. 121-131. 

18. "sakim nimuggo nimuggo va hoti ti" . . . etassa hi puna bhavato vutthanam 
nama natthi ti vadanti. Makkhali-gosaladayo viya hettha narakagginarn yeva ahara 
honti ti. Puggalapannati-Atthakatha 7.1. See my article, "On the Sautrantika Theory 
of Bija," Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies vol. 22, part 2, 
(London, 1959), p. 246, n. 2. 

19. atthi anamta jiva jehim na patto tasana parinamo/ 
bhavakalamkasupaura nigodavasam na muncanti// 

Gommatasara (Jivakanda), 197. 
dvividha jiva samvyavaharika asamvyavaharikas ceti. tatra ye nigodavasthata udvrtya 
prthivikayikadibhedesu vartante te lokesu drstipathamagatah santah . . . vyavaha- 
rika ucyante. te ca yady api bhiiyo 'pi nigodavastham upayanti tathapi te sam- 
vyavaharika eva, samvyavahare patitatvat. ye punar anadikalad arabhya nigodavas- 
tham upagata evavatisthante te vyavaharapathatitatvad asamvyavaharikah. (Quoted 
from the Prajnapanatika in SM, p. 259.) 



Copyrighted material 



226 



PADMANABH S. JAINI 



previous deeds (karmas) would be undermined, since these beings 
would clearly have had no prior opportunity to perform any karmi- 
caliy meaningful actions whatsoever. The very term avyavaharikuy 
moreover, supports the suggestion that the nitya-nigodas are in some 
sense beyond the operation of karma, just as are the siddhas at the 
opposite extreme. In fact, this apparent connection between the high 
and low points of existence is by no means accidental. Given that for 
Jainas the number of beings in the realm of vyavahara is finite (albeit 
* 'uncountable"), the question is raised as to how it is that the steady 
"departure" of souls through the attainment of moksa does not even- 
tually deplete the universe of all sentient existence. The Jainas deal 
with this problem by means of the nitya-nigoda. These beings are, 
unlike those of any other category, said to he infinite (anantananta) in 
number, and thus to provide an inexhaustible reservoir of souls; as we 
might suspect, the rate at which members of the nitya-nogoda class 
leave their dismal condition and enter higher states for the first time is 
either equal to or greater than that at which human beings in various 
parts of the universe attain siddha-hood. (Such an attainment is pos- 
sible only from the human condition. At least one hundred and eight 
souls become emancipated in each period of six months and eight 
moments.) 2^ 

This makes a convenient system, but it leaves the Jaina position 
open to the kind of interpretation referred to earlier, namely, that 
there is in fact a definite beginning and end to samsara, and that a 
soul's progress from the former to the latter seems in many respects 
to mirror the very evolution of consciousness itself. The key point 
here is that no reasonable explanation has been given, in karmic 
terms, for the situation of the nitya-nigoda. Furthermore, while the 
Jainas have asserted that there exists a class of souls, the abhavya,^^ 
that can never attain moksa, they have not suggested an analogous 

20. sijjhanti jattiya khalu iha samvyavaharajivarasio/ 
enti anaivanassai rasio tattio tammi// 

iti vacanad yavantas ca yato muktim gacchanti jivas tavanto 'nadinigoda-vanas- 
patirases tatragacchanti. na ca tavata tasya kacit parihanir nigoda-jTvanantyas- 

yaksayatvat (SM, p. 259). 

Cf. nanu astasamayadhikasanmasabhyantare astottarasatajlvesu kannaksayam krtva 
siddhesu satsu . . . (Quoted from the Gommatasara (JJvakanda) Kesava-vamitika 

(196) in SM, p. 302.) 

21. See my article, "Bhavyatva and Abhavyatva: A Jaina Doctrine of 'Pre- 
destination,' " in Bhagawan Mahavira and His Teachings (2500 Nirvana Anni- 
versary Volume), Bombay, 1977, pp. 95-111. 
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group whose members never dwelt within the nitya-nigoda realm. 
Given the Jaina admission that some souls begin their existence in 
this rather primordial and undifferentiated state, we may not be 
wrong in inferring that such could be the case {or all souls. Adding to 
this the fact that every soul is said to exist along a virtual continuum 
of consciousness, from the minimal but ineradicable trace of aware- 
ness (nitya-tidghatita-jnana)^^ possessed by the nigoda to the omni- 
science (ananta-y i.e., kevalajnana) of the siddha^ we have here a 
model which is both linear and evolutionary in its conception. 

Neither the Jainas' doctrine that souls frequently regress to lower 
states, nor their assertion that the abhavyas can proceed no higher 
than the devalokaSy is incompatible with this model. Even under the 
restrictions noted, it is clear that souls are in general imagined to 
make slow but definite progress from minimal to maximal awareness, 
from what might be called "proto-samsara" to a state beyond samsara 
altogether. We may find in this kind of speculation, moreover, a 
rather ingenuous but interesting parallel to the modern view that the 
highest forms of life on our planet are, ultimately, descended from 
primitive micro-organisms which inhabited the ancient seas. 

As we have indicated previously, Jainas will reject out of hand any 
suggestion that a soul's progress in the universe is either linear or 
evolutionary. The former notion, of course, flies in the face of their 
cherished belief in cyclic, beginningless operation of karma. As for 
the latter, it seems to have been anticipated as a potential problem; 
hence we find certain Jaina stories claiming that groups of souls some- 
times leave nigoda existence and proceed directly to the human 
destiny, from which, with no further rebirths, they attain to sid- 
dha-hood.^^ (This sort of "example" is not really useful to the Jaina 
argument here, since it denies only gradual evolution.) It should be 
asked, therefore, how it is that these very notions, which Jainas are at 
such pains to deny, are according to our analysis readily inferable 
from some of their oldest and most basic doctrinal materials. Is it 
possible that, for the Jainas, the doctrine of karma represents a rela- 
tively late (albeit prehistorical) accretion, a set of ideas imposed upon 

22. For several scriptural passages on this point, see N. Tatia, Studies in Jaina 

Philosophy, p. 240. 

23. anadimithyadrso 'pi trayovirnsatyadhikanavasataparimanas te ca nityanigo- 
davasinah . . . Bharataputra jatas te . . . tape grhitva . . . stokakalena mok^aip 
gatah. (Quoted in Jinendra Varni's Jainendra-siddhanta-koia, II, p. 318 
[Bharatiya Jnanapitha Publications, Varanasi, 1971].) 
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what was already a well-developed theoretical framework describing 
the operation of the universe? This framework, of course, would have 
been the linear-evolutionary one to which we have referred, remnants 
of which are discernible even now as certain seeming "inconsisten- 
cies" within Jaina doctrine (e.g., the case of the nitya-nigoda). Evi- 
dence that such an ancient framework did in fact exist is to be found 
through examination of a tradition closely associated with Jainism, 
that of the Ajivikas. It is well known that Gosala, the most famous 
teacher of this school, was a contemporary of Mahavira. Basham and 
others have maintained, moreover, that these two sramana sects in- 
teracted to a large extent; one scholar has even suggested (probably 
erroneously) that the Ajivikas were ultimately absorbed into the Di- 
gambara Jaina community. In any case, what few references to the 
Ajivikas have survived indicate the school's belief in definite limits to 
samsara, with each soul passing through exactly 8,400,000 mahakal- 
pas ("great aeons") before reaching moksa.^^ That the Jainas may 
have originally subscribed to a similar doctrine is suggested not only 
by the evidence already set forth, but by the fact that the number 
8,400,000 has been retained in their system to the present day, al- 
though in a significantly altered context. This number is, for Jainas, 
the sum total of conceivable birth-situations (yoni) (i.e., the four 
destinies divided into all their sub-categories, sub- sub-categories, 
etc.) in which souls may find themselves, again and again, as they 
circle through samsara.^^ Again, we seem to have a fragmentary 
holdover from an earlier doctrine. This issue need not be pursued 
further here; the point has been made that certain apparent anomalies 
in Jaina thought on karma can perhaps be best understood if we 
consider the possibility of a common background with the Ajlvika 
tradition. The important thing, for our purposes, is that in Jainism 
the model of a karmically ordered universe, in which the soul's posi- 

24. A. F. R. Hoemle, "Ajivakas," in Encyclopedia of Religion and Ethics, vol. 1, 
pp. 259-268; A. L. Basham's //wtory and Doctrines of the Ajivikas (London, 1951). 

25. . . . cullasTti mahakappuno satasahassanl, yani bale ca pandite ca sandhavitva 
samsaritva dukkhass' antam karissanti {Dighanikaya, 1.53-54 [PTS] ). See Basham, 
ibid,, p. 14. 

26. sacittasitasamvrtah setara misras caikasas tad yonayah/ (Tattvarthasiitra 2.32). 
tadbhedas caturasTtisatasahasrasamkhya agamato veditavyah. uktam ca: 

niccidaradhadu satta ya taru dasa viyalimdiyesu chacceva/ 
suranirayatiriya cauro coddasa manue sadasahassa// 

SS 2.32 
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tion could be improved or worsened by action, did prevail over the 
kind of fatalistic determinism accepted by the Ajlvikas. 

Our discussion of the ekendriyas has, it seems, led us rather far 
afield. The reader will recall the point that Jaina emphasis on the 
sentient nature of such simple beings makes it impossible for them to 
accept any notion of rebirth similar to that proposed by Brahmanical 
schools. As for the Vaibhasika theory of the gandharva referred to 
above, this too stands in direct contradiction to a fundamental Jaina 
premise, namely, that the inter-birth period constitutes only a single 
moment in time. The fact that the gandharva state is said to persist 
for as long as seven weeks (see note 11) renders it, for Jainas, not a 
stage of transition at all but a whole separate destiny, in many ways 
reminiscent of the preta-loka (realm of spirits). Indeed, this same 
"too much time between births" objection could apply equally well 
to the idea of slow transmigration through rain and plants, even if this 
idea were not unacceptable for the quite different reasons that we 
have discussed. Why did the Jainas place so much emphasis on the 
doctrine of a momentary transition?-^ To answer this question, we 
must now examine their discussion of rebirth in some detail. 

By conceiving of the soul as vibhn, Brahmanical thinkers effec- 

27. While Theravadin and Sautrantika writings have set forth a doctrine of instan- 
taneous rebirth analogous to the appearance of an image in a mirror (bimba- 
pratibimba), this doctrine seems never to have gained so wide an acceptance among 
Buddhists as did the gandharva theory. Even if it had become the standard Buddhist 
view, Jainas would have rejected it on the grounds that a thing which arises and 
perishes within the same moment cannot undergo motion. (Recall that in the Jaina 
system three moments are actually involved: those of death, movement of the soul, 
and rebirth, respectively.) Indeed, the Vaibhasikas' awareness of this problem very 
likely led them to the notion of an extended transition-state in the first place. 

Certain Sahkhya and Yoga thinkers also proposed a rebirth process occurring 
instantaneously or in a very short period. It must be asked, however, whether such 
views ever had any meaningful impact on Hindu society; even in those cases where 
they might have been accepted in theory, we have no evidence that the practice of 
sraddha (rendered meaningless within such a framework) was actually abandoned. 
Because only one instant (samaya) intervenes between death and the following re- 
birth, it is possible for a person dying in the act of copulation to be born as his own 
child. The idea that a man is in some sense identical with his son is well known to 
Hindu literature. Thus, for example, Manusmrti defines a wife as follows: "The 
husband, entering into the wife, becoming an embryo, is born here. For that is why 
the wife is called wife (jay a), because he is born (jay ate) again in her" (9.8). On the 
other hand, it is only in the Jaina literature that this belief is made literal. In fact, such 
an occurrence is attested to in a Jaina Purana, the source of which I have unfortu- 
nately lost. 
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tively avoided the question of a soul's movement from one body to 
another. Such a soul of course pervades the physical space of all 
bodies and therefore need not "go to" one or another of them; only 
the mechanism of its experiential association with a particular body 

needs to be explained. In Jainism, however, the movement of the soul 
itself is fundamental to the operation of the rebirth process. We might 
first ask how it is that a soul, momentarily separated from a gross 
body, is able to undergo any motion at all. To this the Jaina will reply 
that movement is an inherent property of every soul. In its purest 
form, this movement proceeds directly upwards, like that of a flame; 
hence the siddha, free of ail restraints, shoots like an arrow to the 
very top of the inhabited universe (lokakdsa).^^ When still under 
karmic influence, the soul will dart in a similar manner to its next 
embodiment. In both cases, the speed involved is so great that, ac- 
cording to the Jainas, the distance between any two points connecti- 
ble by a straight line will be traversed in a single moment. (Given the 
multidimensional structure of the Jaina universe, certain circum- 
stances of rebirth will require as many as two changes of direction 
before the appropriate loka and spot within it are reached. Motion 
along a curve is not admitted; therefore, as many as three moments 
may occasionally be necessary before the soul can enter its new 
state. It is important to recognize here that karma is not in any 
sense considered to impel the soul; it functions, rather, to channel or 
direct the motive force which is already present, much as a system of 
pipes might be used to "send" upwardly gushing water to a desired 
location. 

Now, it should be clear that as a soul moves between two gross 
physical bodies, that is, during the state called vigraha-gati,^^^ it can- 
not be accurately described as "totally free of embodiment"; if such 
were the case, it would simply fly upwards as the siddha does. For the 
system to work, in other words, the karmic "channel" must exist in 

28. tad anantaram urdhvam gacchaty a lokantat/ purvaprayogad asahgatvad ban- 
dhacchedat tathagatiparinamac ca' {Tattvarthasutra 10.5—6). 

. . . tathagatiparinamat. yatha . . . pradipasikha svabhavad utpatati tatha muktatma 
'pi nanagativakarakaranakarmanivarane saty urdhvagatisvabhavad urdhvam evarohati 
{SS 10.7). Beyond this point there is said to be only empty space (alokakasa), where 
matter and even the principles of motion, rest, and time are absent. See Tattvar- 
thasutra 10.8. 

29. This takes place only when there is movement to or from those realms inhabited 
exclusively by ekendriyas. See S. A. Jain, Reality, p. 70, n. 1. 

30. vigraho dehah. vigrahartha gatir vigrahagatih (55 2.25). 
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some manifest, if subtle, form in which the soul is contained. This is 
in fact exactly what the Jainas have claimed; the transmigrating soul is 
said to be housed by a "karmic body" (karmana-sarira)y as well as by 
a so-called luminous body (taijasa-sarira).^^ The former is composed 
of the sum total of one's karma at a given moment; the latter acts as a 
substratum for this karmic matter during the vigraha-gati and also 
functions to maintain body temperature during gross physical exis- 
tence. Both of these invisible bodies are said to suffuse the gross and 
visible one during life; thus they not only "convey" the soul from one 
birth state to the next but constitute a real physical link between these 
states as well. 

Committed as they were to the doctrine that the vigraha-gati typi- 
cally occupies only a single moment, Jaina thinkers faced one major 
difficulty, namely, explaining how the "choice" of exactly appropri- 
ate circumstances for the next birth could possibly be made in so 
short a time. (Recall, in this connection, the gandharva's lengthy 
"search" for a proper birth-environment.) They have dealt with this 
problem by positing the existence of a unique factor, the so-called 
ayuh- ("longevity") karma. To understand the function of this fac- 
tor, we must first examine certain general points of Jaina doctrine 
concerning the types and modes of operation of karmic matter. In 
addition to the four major "vitiating" (ghatiya) karmas,^^ which ef- 
fectively keep a soul in bondage, Jainas have delineated four minor 
categories said to be responsible for the mechanism of rebirth and 
embodiment. Among this latter group, known as aghatiyay we find 
the following: (1) nama-karmay a cover term for the collection of 
karmic material whose fruition determines some ninety-eight differ- 
ent aspects of the future body, for example, its destiny or class of 
existence (human, animal, etc.), its sex, color, number of senses, 
conformation of limbs, and the Hke;^^ (2) gotra-karmay controlling 

31. yat tejonimittam tejasi va bhavam tat taijasam. karmanam karyam karmanam 
. . . ayahpinde tejo 'nupravesavat taijasakarmanayor vajrapataladisu . . . lokantat 
sarvatra nasti pratighatah. . . . nityasambandhim hi te a samsaraksayat niravesasasya 
sarnsarino jivasya te dve api sarire bhavata ity arthah {SS 2.36-42). 

32. The {our ghatiya karmas are (1) mohanlya (engendering "false views" and pre- 
venting "pure conduct"; (2) jnanavaraniya ("knowledge-obscuring"); (3) dar- 
sanavaraniya ("perception-obscuring"); (4) antaraya ("restrictor of the quality of 
energy (vJrya)"). 

33 . gatijkisarirahgopahganirnianabandhanasamsthanasamhanana sparsarasagandha- 

varnanupurvyagurulaghupaghatatapodyotocchvasavihayogatayah pratyekasarlr- 
atrasasubhagasusvarasubhasuksmaparyaptisthiradeyayasahkirttisetarani tirtha- 
karatvam ca/ (Tattvarthasiitra 8.11). 



Copyrighted material 



1}2 



PADMANABH S. JAINI 



whether the environment into which one falls is or is not conducive to 
the leading of a spiritual life;^^ (3) vedaniya-karma, producing either 
pleasant or unpleasant feelings in response to the environment, hence 
the level of happiness or unhappiness which characterizes an indi- 
vidual; (4) ayuh-karmay whereby the exact duration of life (ostensi- 
bly measured, among human beings, by the number of breaths to be 
taken) is established. 

While this classification appears at first to be a simple one, it is 
complicated by the fact xhoxayuh-karmay as we have indicated above, 
functions in a most unusual manner. Every other sort of karma in the 
Jaina system is said to be in a constant bondage (handha) and fruition 
(anubhaga) relationship with the soul; some nama- karma, for exam- 
ple, is at every moment being bound, to come to fruition at some 
future time, while another is at every moment producing its result 
and falling away (nirjara) from the soul. Ayuh-karma, however, is 
bound only once in a given lifetime, and its fruition will apply only to 
the very next life.^^ This specificity of application effectively places 
ayuh-karma in a position of primacy relative to the other aghatiya 
karmas, since these must "fall into place" in conformity with the 
life-period that has been fixed. Given an dyus of seventy years, for 
example, only those nama-karmas generating rebirth in a destiny 
where such a life-span is appropriate could conceivably come into 
play. Thus it is that the "selection" of the particular aghatiya karmas 
determinative of the next existence occurs before the moment of 
death. There need be no "search" during the vigrahagati, since all 
"choices" have already been made.^^ 

The peculiar characteristics attributed to ayuh-karma not only 
bring greater consistency to the Jaina theory of a momentary 
vigraha-gatij but have implications on the level of conduct as well. 

34. This interpretation (supported by scripture) runs contrary to the popular Jaina 
understanding of gotra as "caste," etc. Jaina doctrine, of course, does not accept the 
notion of a caste status fixed by birth. 

35. See Jaina Jnanakosa (in Marathi), Part 1, by Ajnata (Aurangabad, 1972), p. 233 

(ayu). 

36. Svetambara texts (Jacobi, y^im^ Sutras, Part 2, p. 225) contain the well-known 
story that the embryonic Mahavira underwent a transference from the womb of a 
Brahmana woman to that of a Ksatriya one, the latter becoming his actual "mother." 

Does this suggest some breakdown in the determinative process begun by the fixing 
oiaytih karma? If so, it may explain the Digambara refusal to accept any such tale as 
valid. Svetambaras, for their part, have simply labeled this event as one of the 
inexphcable miracles which may occur in a given aeon of time (anarnteria kalena). 
See Sthanahga sUtra, #1074. 
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This second aspect relates particularly to prevailing ideas concerning 
when the ayuh-karma may be fixed. Jaina teachers have agreed that 
this event cannot take place until some moment during the final third 
of the present lifetime, and that indeed it will often not occur until 
death is very nearly at hand. The determination of one's ayuh-karma, 
moreover, is held to be extremely susceptible to the effects of one's 
recent volitional activities. Thus the devout Jaina is encouraged to 
pay ever more strict attention to his religious vows and duties as he 
grows older. Activities during the first two-thirds of life are not 
irrelevant in this context, however, since these will have created the 
habits which largely define a person's behavioral tendencies as the end 
of his life approaches. It must be emphasized here that one is not 
aware of the moment at which the ayuh-karma is fixed; thus it will 
behoove him to live until his last breath as if it were still possible to 
influence the specific outcome of this event. This orientation is most 
vividly expressed in the Jaina practice of sallekhana,^"^ in which a 
mendicant of advanced age may undertake a ritual fast ending only in 
death. It is hoped that he will thus be enabled to face his final mo- 
ments in a state of absolute tranquillity, free of the fears, desires, or 
other strong volitions which characterize the consciousness of the 
average person at this time. The fixing of ayuh-karma under such 
controlled and peaceful conditions is held to be extremely auspicious; 
not only will rebirth in lower existences be effectively precluded in 
this way, but the individual in question is deemed likely to find 
himself in an environment conducive to rapid spiritual development. 

Although emphasis on the religious significance of the last mo- 
ments of life is by no means unique to the Jainas (similar notions 
prevail among Hindus, Buddhists, and certain non-Indian com- 
munities as well), it might be said that the idea of ayuh-karma, on the 
basis of which Jainas rationalize this emphasis, is unique. But this 
idea itself is not a fundamental one; it seems to function, as we have 
seen, mainly as an explanatory adjunct to the distinctive Jaina doc- 
trine pertaining to rebirth, namely, the momentariness of vigraha- 
gati. The significance of this doctrine goes far beyond the context of 
mere scholastic dispute. Indeed, it is not unreasonable to say that the 
basic social distinction between Jainas and their Hindu neighbors 
derives mainly from the disagreement of these communities over the 
period of time required for transmigration to occur. Whereas Jainas 

37. See 'Willizms, Jaina Yoga, pp. 166-172. 
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have adopted many Hindu customs and ceremonies pertaining to 
such things as marriage, the coming of the new year, childbirth, and 
so forth, they have never taken up what is perhaps the most impor- 
tant of all rituals in Hindu society, namely, sraddhuj the offering of 
food by a son to the spirit of his dead parent. We have noted the belief 
that this offering is essential if the parent is to obtain a body suitable 
for entrance into the pitr-loka, and hence to gain the chance for 
eventual rebirth. It is further believed that failure of a son to perform 
this ritual will result in the loss of inheritance and in his wife's being 
rendered barren by the curse of the spirits thus stranded in the disem- 
bodied state. The sraddha ritual not only represents a significant 
expression of the underlying parent-child tensions characteristic of 
the Indian family^^ but also provides perhaps the most important 
function of the Brahmanical castes. The latter point is made in refer- 
ence to the Brahmins' monopolization of the role of intermediary 
between the donor and the departed; only if Brahmins consume the 
offerings can these be "converted" into the material from which the 
new body of the spirit is built up. 

It will be apparent that for Jainas the very idea of sraddha is doctri- 
nally invalid; a soul which goes to its next body in one moment 
cannot be fed, propitiated, or dealt with in any other way by those 
left behind. For this and other more "common sense" reasons, we 
find such writers as the thirteenth-century commentator Mallisena 
making light of the entire sraddha ritual: 

Even through the performance o{ sraddha, increase in posterity is in the case 
of most people not found; and ... in the case of some, as in that of donkeys, 
pigs, goats, etc., even without performance thereof we see it still more. . . . 
And . . . 

"If even to dead beings the sraddha is 
the cause of satisfaction. 
Then oil might increase the flame of an 
extinguished lamp." 

38. It is tempting to read Freudian symbolism into this belief system: the son, 
though perhaps desiring to "kill" his father (by preventing his rebirth), nevertheless 
performs his filial duty out of fear of "castration" (the loss of property and off- 
spring). Perhaps more to the point, however, is the fact that in Indian society the 
parent seems fundamentally unwilling to relinquish his control over the son, to 
recognize the latter's adult status; through the institution of sraddha, some 
semblance of parental control Is maintained even in death. It would be interesting to 
investigate whether Jainas, lacking the institutionalization of filial responsibility that 
sraddha represents, have created some substitute ritual or social form which func- 
tions in an analogous manner. 
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If it is said that "What is enjoyed by the Brahman accrues to them (i.e., the 

ancestors)," whoever is to agree to that? Since only in the Brahman do we see 
the fattened bellies; and transference of these into theirs (the ancestors*) 
cannot be espied; and because only on the part of the Brahmans is satisfac- 
tion witnessed. 

There is one other tenet of the Jaina system pertaining to rebirth 
which must be mentioned here, as it provides a further basis for the 
unacceptability of the practice of sraddha. Whereas this practice 
clearly assumes that the actions of one person can affect the destiny of 
another, Jaina tradition has always held that an individual soul can 
experience results accruing only to actions which it has itself per- 
formed. The tenth century acarya Amitagati has provided us with a 
forceful statement of the adamant position taken by Jainas on this 
matter: 

Whatever karma a soul has acquired through its own prior deeds, 

it will obtain the good and bad results thereof. 

If one could obtain results from the deeds of others, 

then surely his own deeds would be meaningless. 

Except for karma earned for oneself by oneself, 

no one gives anything to anyone. 

Reflecting upon this fact, therefore, 

let every person, unwaveringly, 

abandon the perverse notion that 

another being can provide him with anything at all.'*** 

This emphasis on reaping the fruits only of one's own karma was 
not restricted to the Jainas; both Hindu and Buddhist writers have 
produced doctrinal materials stressing the same point. Each of the 
latter traditions, however, developed practices in basic contradiction 
to such a belief. In addition to sraddha, we find among the Hindus 
widespread adherence to the notion of divine intervention in one's 
fate, while Buddhists eventually came to propound such theories as 

39. SM XI (tr. by F. W. Thomas, pp. 69-70). 

40. svayam krtam karma yad atmana pura 
phalam tadiyam labhate subhasubnam/ 
parena dattam yadi labhyate sphutam 
svayam krtam karma nirarthakam tada// 
nijarjitam karma vihaya dehino 

na ko 'pi kasyapi dadati kincana/ 
vicarayann evam ananyamanasah 
paro dadatiti vimuncya semusim// 

(Dvatrimsika) Nitya-naimittika-pathavali , Karanja, 1956, p. 22. 
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the boon-granting bodhisattvaSy transfer of merit, and the like. Only 
the Jainas have been absolutely unwilling to allow such ideas to 
penetrate their community, despite the fact that there must have been 

a tremendous amount of social pressure on them to do so. 

In this discussion we have examined various aspects of the Jaina 
approach to rebirth. By way of conclusion, we might reiterate the 
important points raised thereby. The Jainas, first of all, show a re- 
markable tendency to associate the soul with some sort of bodily 
influence, whether during ordinary existence, transmigration, or even 
after the attainment of siddha-hood. In spite of this tendency, how- 
ever, no biological explanation of the mechanism whereby a soul 
enters its new environment has been offered. The description of the 
possible states of rebirth includes one category, the nitya-nigoda, the 
nature of which suggests a more primitive and possibly linear concept 
of existence underlying the set of beliefs now taken as orthodox. Jaina 
views on rebirth are unique in their emphasis on the single moment 
involved in movement of a soul from one embodiment to the next. 
This emphasis, together with the less unusual but very strictly applied 
belief in non-transference of karma, has been reflected in the com- 
plete absence from the Jaina community of certain ritual forms typi- 
cal of Brahmanical society. The deeper ramifications of these issues, 
particularly the final one, definitely require further exploration; it is 
to be hoped that future researches will move in these directions."' 



Appendix 1 

THE JAINA UNIVERSE 

(lokaka'sa) 

The Jaina "universe" (loka) is a three-dimensional structure di- 
vided into five parts. (A) The Lower World consists of seven layers 
and is the abode of infernal beings (naraki) as well as certain demi- 
gods (demons, titan, etc.). (B) The Middle, or Terrestrial, World 
consists of innumerable concentric island-continents with Jambud- 
vipa in the center. This is the abode of humans and animals. Human 
beings are not found beyond the third "continent" from the center. 
In (C), the Higher, or Celestial, World, are found the abodes of 
heavenly beings (devas). (D) Beyond the border of the Celestial 

' I should like to acknowledge the assistance of Joseph Clack in the preparation of 
this paper. 
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World, marked by the crescent, is the permanent abode of the Liber- 
ated Souls (siddhas). This region is the apex of "World-space" (loka- 
akasa). (E) Contains abodes restricted to inhabitation by ekendriyas. 
(While these single-sense organisms occupy all parts of the lokakasa, 
trasas [beings having two or more senses] are restricted to areas A-C; 
hence we find only ekendriyas here.) The area surrounding this entire 
structure is known as "Space without Worlds" (aloka-akasa), which 
is devoid of souls, matter, and time. It should be noted that there is 
no provision for a pitr-loka (World of Ancestors) in the Jaina 
cosmology. 

Appendix 2 

COMMUNICATION REGARDING THE PROCESS OF REBIRTH 

FROM SUBODH K. JAIN, PROFESSOR OF AGRONOMY AND RANGE 

SCIENCES, UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA, DAVIS 

In the theory of rebirth we assume the karmas to be somehow 
transmitted with the soul from one life to the next after rebirth. This 
entity of life that is transmitted we shall call "Entity" for conve- 
nience. It should have at least three properties: (1) it travels very fast 
(instantaneously? or as mathematicians put it, in as short a time as 
you please, infinitesimally); (2) it has a specific destination, i.e., the 
place of birth (conception); and (3) it allows very specific individual- 
ity in that a person's karmas are specifically attached and transfuse 
with the zygote of the newborn (zygote is the first cell resulting from 
the union of two parental germ cells). Now, what known scientific 
elements could hypothetically possess these three properties? 
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First, consider the pheromones, the chemical compounds iden- 
tified in the study of animal communications. These substances are 
known to be produced by ants, bees, and so forth, which leave odor 
trails by individuals to inform their social groups about their posi- 
tion, distance, path of travel, and so forth. Very small quantities are 
needed, the odor is very rapidly disseminated, and scientists think 
that the complexity of these compounds can allow many specific 
signals. Specificity, that is, the great amount of variation among indi- 
viduals transmitted through an equal diversity of pheromones (one 
individual-one pheromone relationship), is quite feasible. (For a dis- 
cussion of pheromones, see E. O. Wilson, Sociobiologyy Harvard 
University Press, 1975.) Thus, conceivably, at least higher animals 
including men are capable of communicating during their lifetime or 
at the time of death very specific individualized signals, and provide 
some entity of transmission. 

A second form of this entity could be in radiowaves, released as 
"energy" at the time of death, which would travel at high speed, have 
the capacity of being received by a specific destination, and carry a 
• specific message (or karmas). Now, one could easily postulate within 
the realm of current ideas about the origin of mutation (in genetics) 
(see J, D. Watson, The Molecular Biology of the Gene, 2nd ed., 
Columbia University Press, 1975) that this "energy" received by the 
zygote could induce changes in DNA, the genetic code of life, which 
when decoded during the newborn's lifetime would bring about pre- 
destined changes. Birth defects or inherited diseases, for instance, are 
now attributed to chance origin of mutations and expression in a 
suitable environment. With the present thesis, one could argue that 
their origin is due in part to parental genetic materials and in part to 
the "entity" received from the previous life. 

Both of these ideas are speculative in large part, but are presented 
here in relation to some specific facts, which are not to be mis- 
construed as proofs but are merely suggestions of feasible, scientifi- 
cally permissible theses. The most serious difficulty in formulating 
these ideas lies in our ignorance about the precise mechanism by 
which "destination" or "receiving station" is determined. How does 
a zygote receive its proper karmasf How do parents of a child pro- 
vide for receiving it? How this entity is maintained in a zygote to 
unfold the consequences poses a second difficulty. Thus, at this time 
we are only speculating about the details of these theses. We need to 
understand the physical or metaphysical features of these processors 
of information. 
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The Karma Theory 
and Its Interpretation in 
Some Indian Philosophical Systems 
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When reference is made to the Indian theory of karma and rebirth it is 
not usually clear what is being referred to. Since it will be important 
for my purposes to be as clear as possible about whatw being referred 
to under such a rubric, I wish to begin with some possibly tedious 
distinctions. 

A theory y as I shall use the term, is a set of connected hypotheses, 
involving postulation of unobservable or uncommonsensical items, 
that purports to predict, postdict, or otherwise explain processes 
in the world. Thus, for instance, we speak of particle physics as 
a theory, since it purports to develop an account — a set of 
hypotheses — to explain the behavior of bodies in a manner involving 
postulation of particles too small to be observed. 

A model, as understood here, is an extended metaphor, drawn 
from common sense or from accepted scientific understanding, that is 
purported to make intelligible the workings of a theory. Thus one 
finds models using billiard balls or facsimiles thereof to illustrate the 
interaction through impact among the submicroscopic particles pos- 
tulated in the theory just mentioned. 

An interpretation, as spoken of here, is an attempt to reconstruct 
what must be assumed to be working in the minds of a person or 
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persons in order to understand or explain their behavior and thought. 
Thus an interpretation is a second-order theory about the assump- 
tions operative in the thinking of those who, for example, propose a 
first-order theory. Thus one might speculate on the conceptual as- 
sumptions which lead physicists to develop a theory of submi- 
croscopic particles, and propose as an interpretation of their thought 
that the structure of the Indo-European language (say) prejudices 
them to think in terms of solid lumps of matter having qualities and 
motions, rather than in terms of some other possible model. 

A very comprehensive interpretation may be termed a conceptual 
scheme. 

Interpretations may be comparatively explicit or comparatively 
implicit, in the sense that those persons whose thought patterns are 
being reconstructed may be to a greater or a lesser extent aware of the 
assumptions suggested in an interpretation. 

Theories, models, and interpretations may be either indigenous or 
not. Generally, an indigenous theory or model is one which is de- 
veloped by the persons who are alleged to think in accordance with 
them. But there is room for ambiguity here, especially in considering 
an indigenous interpretation or a conceptual scheme. An interpreta- 
tion or a scheme may be termed "indigenous" to community C if (1) 
it is attributed by someone not in C to the members of C and it is the 
behavior or thought of C which the interpretation is intended to 
explain; (2) it is recognized explicitly by all members of C as 
explanatory of their behavior or thought; (3) it is attributed by some 
members of C to all the members of C, where C is the group whose 
behavior or thought is alleged to be explained by the interpretation. 
These senses do not exhaust the possibilities. 

One point of making these distinctions is to alert readers to the 
differing manners in which theories, models, and interpretations may 
be criticized. To criticize a theory — or an interpretation, which, as 
we saw, is a second-order theory — one may produce counterexam- 
ples, one may demonstrate inconsistency, one may show that the 
theoretical constructs introduced are redundant, or that the theory is 
empty, without explanatory force. To criticize a model one shows 
that the implications of the model run counter to the theory in crucial 
ways, that the disanalogies outweigh the analogies between the model 
and the theory. This is a matter of degree, since everything resembles 
every other thing in one respect or another, and, as it is frequently 
said, every analogy has its limits. 
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I shall be most interested here in the criticism of an interpretation. 
As we have just seen, interpretations may be criticized according to 
the same canons as other theories. However, since interpretations 
(unlike other theories) may be largely implicit, they may have to be 
unpacked, and in the process the unpacking may do injustice to the 
interpretation. This is especially the case if one is provided with 
general suggestions about an entire conceptual scheme, and then at- 
tempts (as I shall below) to unpack the suggestions into an interpreta- 
tion of a certain theory, the karma theory. 

Where the interpretation to be criticized is not indigenous (in one 
or another of the senses discriminated above) one may also criticize it 
by certain techniques other than the general ones applicable to 
theories in general. One may, for instance, point to indigenous lin- 
guistic usage as suggesting counterexamples to an interpretation. Or 
one may try to make explicit an implicit indigenous interpretation, 
arguing that though it is no better as theory than the non-indigenous 
one under discussion, its very indigenousness makes it a superior 
candidate as an explanatory device. 

Now to apply some of these distinctions in the case of karma and 
rebirth. My starting point is the thesis that in the philosophical writ- 
ings which constitute classical Yoga and Advaita Vedanta and related 
systems, karma and rebirth appears as a theory in the sense here 
specified. This appears most evident in the formulation found in the 
Patanjala Yoga system, which I shall proceed to sketch.^ 

An act (karman) performed under normal circumstances — that 
is, with purposive intent and passion — creates (kr) a karmic resi- 
due (karmasaya), either meritorious (dharma) or unmeritorious 
(adharma) depending on the quality of the act. This karmic residue 
has or is accompanied by dispositional tendencies (samskara) of more 
than one sort, including at least two kinds of traces (vasana), one 
kind which, if and when it is activated, produces a memory of the 
originating act, the other which, if and when it is activated, produces 
certain afflictions (klesa). These klesas are erroneous conceptions 
which characterize the thinking of those engaged in purposive activ- 

1. The sketch is based on the Yogastitras of Patanjali and the basic commentarial 
literature thereon, namely, the Yogahhasya of Vyasa interpreted with the aid of 
Vacaspati Misra's Tattvavaisaradi. AH three works are conveniently translated under 
one cover by James Haughton Woods in Harvard Oriental Series 17 (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1914, 1927; reprinted Motilal Banarsidass: Delhi, 
1966). References to this work in subsequent footnotes are indicated by "Woods." 
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ity, and it is they which are primarily responsible for the agent being 
in bondage, that is, continually creating karmic residues. 

When a person dies his unactivated karmic residues including his 
vasanas gather together within that individual's citta. Citta is Yoga's 
term for that prakrtiy or substance, composed of the three gunaSy 
whose fluctuations (vrtti) constitute the thinking, willing, and feeling 
of sentient beings. In the Yoga view, the citta associated with the 
purusa which had "inhabited" the just-deceased body immediately 
passes on to a new body — presumably a foetus — and "fills in" (ap- 
iira) this new body with citta appropriate to the kind of body that it is 
(if it's a cat, feline citta fills it in; if a human, human citta). The karmic 
residues operate within this new body to determine three things: the 
kind of body it is (its "birth" [jati], cat or human); the length of its 
life (ay us) under normal circumstances; and the affective tone of ex- 
periences (bhoga) the person will have, that is, whether his experi- 
ences will be pleasurable or painful. 

The foetus grows and is born as a baby complete with karmic 
residues and vasanas. As the occasion makes possible, that is, when 
appropriate kinds of sense-objects are presented or other conditions 
are confronted, a karmic residue may mature (vipaka) in one of the 
three forms mentioned— as birth, length of life, or tone of experi- 
ence. Within a given lifetime, therefore, the function of karmic res- 
idues is to provide the affective tone of experience, "good" residues 
producing pleasurable experiences, "bad" ones producing painful ex- 
periences. Given that the person having these experiences is a purpos- 
ive agent, he will act in various ways as a part of his response to these 
experiences, and in so acting he will lay down another karmic residue 
with associated vasanas. 

The theory is worked out in some detail. Karmic residues, for 
example, may be divided into two sorts — those whose maturation 
will occur (niyatavipaka) in the present lifetime (drstajanman), and 
those which are not thus limited and so may mature in another life 
(adrstajanman). That is to say, some actions produce residues whose 
maturation will occur in the same lifetime as that in which they 
were produced. It is generally accepted that memory activates the 
smrtivasanas within the same lifetime, and that in dreams the 
klesavasanas activate experiences relating to the originating actions; 
likewise, most waking experience is the direct outcome of the matura- 
tion of residues accrued in this very lifetime. But it is also the case that 
frequently an experience will be the outcome of vasanas laid down in 
karmic residues produced by acts in long-past lives. For example, if 
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one is a cat in lifetime Li, is reborn in other types of bodies in L2 to 
Lioo, and then is reborn as a cat again in Lioi, those klesavasanas which 
were laid down in Li and have remained stored up until now may 
now be activated, producing feline experiences. 

The point of Yoga, as understood by Patanjali, is that it provides a 
way to be liberated from this karmic mechanism. I shall not try to 
describe the whole process, but the relevant aspect of it for our pur- 
poses is that the yogin through practice (kriyayoga) tries to attenuate 
(tanukr) the klesas through cultivation of practices opposed to them 
(pratipaksabhavana). When the klesas are attenuated a certain kind of 
meditation (prasamkhyana) can make them no longer operative, with 
the result that they do not produce any more karmic residues. Fur- 
thermore, since the very occasion for the maturation of those residues 
already produced requires the operation of the klesas, this meditation 
is said to make them subtle and so no longer able to provide the 
necessary condition for maturation, so that those residues and their 
associated vasanas cannot bring about any results. At this point, a 
process czWed pratiprasav a, a kind of devolution of the manifest state 
of citta into its causal state, culminates in its returning to the un- 
manifest (avyakta) state oiprakrti. There are then no further fluctua- 
tions of citta associated with that purnsa. 

This, then, is the Yoga theory. It involves, as any theory in our 
sense must, a number of postulated entities, theoretical constructs 
which are not directly observable and not part of the everyday vo- 
cabulary of experience. Such constructs include citta, klesa, vasana, 
asaya, and several other items in the above account. That the account 
is intended to explain commonly known processes in the world is 
evident — memory, dreams, the pleasurable and painful qualities of 
daily experience, birth, length of life, and so on are alleged to be 
explained by the theory. But it is also evident that the explanation, 
like any scientific theory, goes beyond common knowledge to pos- 
tulate various processes and constituents unfamiliar to the ordinary 
person. 

To provide the ordinary person with a basis for understanding the 
theory of karma and rebirth Yoga authors invoke a model. The model 
is agricultural, which is not surprising given that India has always 
been an agrarian society by and large. Specifically, the Yoga texts 
liken the karmic process to various stages in rice farming. The major 
passages appear in Books 2 and 4 of the Yogasutras and its commen- 
taries by Vyasa and Vacaspati Misra. 

In the commentaries on 2.2, the sutra in which the attenuation of . 
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the klesas is explained, an objector is made to ask: "If kriyayoga 
produces attenuation of the klesas, what can meditation (prasam- 
khyana) accomplish?" In answer it is said: 

Prasamkhyana makes barren (vandhya) the attenuated ^/ei^is, which are like 
burned seeds (dagdhablja) of winter rice (kalama). If the klesas are not 
attenuated, discrimination between sattva and purusa cannot even arise, 
much less make the klesas barren. But when the klesas are thinned out they 
can be made barren. 

In 2.4 it is explained how avidya, one of the five klesas, is related 
to the other four. The sutra says that avidya is the "field" (ksetra), 
that is, the "propagative ground" (prasavahhiimi) of the other four 
when those are either dormant (prasupta), attenuated (tann), inter- 
cepted (vicchinna), or sustained (udara). Dormancy is explained as 
being the "merely potential" (saktimatra) state in the mind (cetas) 
which tends toward the condition of being a seed. In this state the 
klesa is awakened when a sense-object of the appropriate sort is con- 
fronted. A questioner asks: why doesn't the person who has attained 
discrimination (viveka) still have dormsint klesas f The answer is that 
in such a person the seeds are burned by prasamkhyana meditation, 
and a burned seed cannot germinate. Thus in the discriminating per- 
son we must recognize a fifth state in addition to the four mentioned 
in the siitra. The same point is echoed in Vacaspati's comment on the 
tenth SHtra and hhasya. 

Book 2.13 contains the most material for our purpose. It is the 
SHtra which declares that as long as the roots (mula), that is, the 
klesas, exist, the seeds will mature in the three forms of birth, length 
of life, and kind of affective experience. As Vacaspati is explaining 
that "hhoga," or "experience," means pleasure (sukha) and pain 
(duhkha) he says: 

So the soil of the self (atmabhumi) sprinkled (visikta) with the water of the 
klesas becomes a field (ksetra) producing (prasava) the karma-fruits (phala). ^ 

Later, in the Bhasya, another passage runs as follows: 

Just as the rice-grains (salitandula) encased within the chaff (tusavanaddha) 
when they are not burned seeds are fit for growth (prarohasamartha), but 
the winnowed chaff (apanitatusa) and the burned seed are not so fit, simi- 
larly the karmic residues when encased' in the klesas (klesavanaddha) are the 
subject of growth toward maturation (vipakaprarohin), but the winnowed 
klesas (apanitaklesa) and the seeds burned by prasarnkhyana are not fit.^ 

2. Woods, p. 126. My translation. 3. Woods, pp. 122-123. My translation. 
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The agricultural analogy is once again made startlingly explicit in 
4.3. The siitras are discussing how evolution (parinama) from one 
birth into another can occur. (The context seems to be the siddhis, but 
the explanation appears to be applicable to the general phenomenon 
wherever it occurs.) In 4.2 it is explained that this takes place through 
the filling in (apHra) oiprakrti; commentators explain that this occurs 
in dependence on merit (dharma), and so forth, and they liken it to 
the way in which a spark landing on some dry grass produces a 
conflagration. In 4.3 the idea is developed: the occasion (nimitta) of 
this filling in is no direct overt act; rather, it happens naturally when a 
difference in the obstruction (varana) oiprakrti occurs, says Patafi- 
jali, "like the farmer (ksetrikavat) Vyasa explains: when the farmer 
wants to get water from one plot to another, he does not take it there 
with his hands, but cuts the barrier separating the two plots. 
Likewise, demerit (adharma), the barrier to prakrti's flow, is cut by 
merit, so that theprakrti then flows naturally into its appropriate new 
form (vikara). The analogy is developed even further: perhaps, it is 
suggested, the farmer may have trouble getting water to the roots of 
his plants because there are too many sprouts in the field; then, he 
will remove some of the seeds. Just so theyogin attenuates, thins out, 
the karmic residues so that he may exhaust them through experienc- 
ing their fruits. 

A prominent feature of that prakrti which functions as citta in Yoga 
is its fluidity. Indeed, in Yogahhasya on 1.12 it is explicitly referred to 
as a river (nadin) or stream, or rather as two streams, one flowing 
toward liberation, the other toward samsara. There also one gets the 
idea that these streams are subject to obstruction. 

The stream toward objects (visaya) is dammed (khillkriyate) by nonattach- 
ment (vairagya), and the stream toward discnmination is opened up (ud- 
ghatyate) by yogic practice (ahhyasa), 

says Vyasa, recalling the other passage about the farmer cutting the 
barrier separating the fields. This citta is composed of the three gnnas, 
we know, which are constantly changing in their relative domination 
of each other. Citta is also subject to "fluctuations" (vrtti), one of 
which is erroneous awareness (viparyaya), of which the klesas are 
instances. In this series of connections we can perhaps explain what 
seems otherwise odd, namely, that in Vacaspati's simile about the soil 
of the self being sprinkled with the water of the klesas, the klesas are 
likened to something liquid rather than (as we might expect) to some 
soiling dirty solid. 

Water is by nature cool (pure, sattva), flowing (incessantly active. 
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rajas) and eddying (subject to stagnation, tamas). However, from the 
point of view of a farmer, when treated in certain ways it becomes the 
source of nutrition and so of Hfe and other types of energy. That 
process involves, we may suppose, as any type of control does, a 
stabilization or hardening of the stuff, at first through eddies in the 
stream caused by obstructions, then as more stable configurations 
which maintain themselves for a longer time. Furthermore, this pro- 
cess toward the establishment of stable configuration characteristi- 
cally will proceed by the hardening of the "exterior" part which holds 
the configuration, or shape. Thus, as Egnor reports,^ Indians (at least 
Tamilians) take the insides of things to be fluid while the outsides are 
solid. 

In 2.13 a significant analogy appears, in which citta is likened to a 
fishnet (matsyajala) having "different shapes in all places and having 
beginninglessly a rigid form (sammurchita) fixed by the vasanas 
caused by experience (annbhava) of the maturation of karman from 
the klesas. " This simile fits the sketch of the liquids model in my 
previous paragraph, and may also help us to understand how the 
same klesas which are liquid may also be likened in other respects to 
roots or even to chaff, as we saw. The cause of the "hardening" into 
configurations (seeds) is the tendency of water to eddy and form 
whirlpools because of obstructions or because of dispositions (sams- 
kara) in the water occasioned by previous obstructions upstream. 
Obstructions may be good or bad depending on where the stream is 
heading; thus adharma may obstruct the passage of citta toward lib- 
eration, while non-attachment may dam its passage toward attraction 
to sense-objects. 

We have, then, in the Yoga account a rather carefully worked-out 
theory concerning the mechanics of karma and rebirth, which is made 
available to the non-philosopher through appeal to the model of rice- 
farming. This literature seems to me among classical Indian systems 
the most rigorous in its treatment of these matters, but it is not the 
only system which deals with it extensively. Notably, Advaita Ved- 
anta, from the Upanisads on, develops an account which coincides to 
some degree with the Yoga account but diverges from it in certain 
important respects.* 

4. Margaret Trawick Egnor, "The Sacred Spell and Other Conceptions of Life in 
Tamil Culture," Ph.D. dissertation, University of Chicago, March, 1978. 

5. The following account of Advaita's views on karma and rebirth has been recon- 
structed from Sahkaracarya's commentaries on several Upanisads, his Brahmasut- 
rabhasya, Bhagavadgitahhasya, and to a slight extent from Suresvara's subcommen- 
taries on the Upanisadhhasyas. 
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Death may be due either to "natural causes," construed in Indian 
thought as one's having lived through his allotted years as determined 
by his karma, or to violence, which interrupts the natural working 
out of karma. In either case, however, a man comes to the point of 
death endowed with several relevant bits of equipment. These include 
his gross body, made up of material substances; his sense organs and 
"action" organs (organs of speech, locomotion, sex, excretion, and 
grasping); his intellectual organ (manas); his sense of ego (ahamkara); 
and his internal organ {huddhi or antahkarana)^ which is the basis of 
his ability to engage in intentional awareness and consequent activity. 

In addition, he has stored up in the form of tendencies (samskara) 
the residues (anusaya) of acts he has performed in the life just ending, 
as well as residues of acts performed in previous lives which have not 
as yet come to "fruition" or "maturation" (vipaka), that is, which 
have not as yet produced their results. These karmic residues are of 
three kinds: (1) those residues which were determined at birth to 
work themselves out during the present life (the one just ending), 
called prarahdhakarman; (2) those residues which were produced by 
acts performed in a previous life, but which remain latent during this 
present life, called sancitakarman; (3) the results of acts performed 
during this just-ending lifetime, which will mature in some sub- 
sequent lifetime in the normal course of events, calied sandy amana or 
agamin karma. ^ 

As karmic residues mature they cooperate with what are called 
"traces" or "impressions" (vasana) to determine the way in which 
the karmic potentials will in fact be worked out, the kind of experi- 
ence (hhoga) which will accrue to the agent in consequence, and the 
future karmic residues which will be laid down by the acts so deter- 
mined. These vasanas appear to be decisions arrived at by the internal 
organ to seek certain kinds of outcomes. For instance, K. S. Iyer 
divides vasanas into impure and pure types, and subdivides the im- 
pure into those, for example, which relate to worldly pride, those 
which relate to overintellectualizing (addiction to study, ritualism), 
and those which relate to one's body (taking the body to be one's true 
Self, use of cosmetics to beautify or medicine to remove blemishes 
from one's body)."^ At any moment in one's conscious lifetime he is 
guided in acting by such vasanas, which develop into desires (kama). ^ 

6. N. Veezhinathan, "The Nature and Destiny of the Individual Soul in Advaita," 
Journal of the Madras University 47, no. 2 (1975): 19-20, understands sancita to 
include prarabdha karma. 

7. K. S. Iyer, "Ethical Aspect of the Vedanta," Vedanta Kesari 3 (1916-17): 39-41. 

8. Veezhinathan, op. cit., pp. 11-12. 
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The Upanisads offer several accounts of what happens to these 
various things at the time of death. It is not ahogether easy to 
rationalize ail these into a consistent account. What I provide is a 
reconstruction which follows Sahkara where there are disagree- 
ments.^ The process goes as follows: 

1. The speech- function becomes absorbed into the intellectual or- 
gan, or power of thought (manas). The dying man stops speaking. 

2. It is followed by the functions of all the other organs, ^ahkara 
emphasizes that it is only the functions which merge, not the organs 
themselves. One must keep in mind that a sense-organ, for example, 
is not to be confused with its physical locus — the visual organ is 
different from the eyeball. 

3. Then the manas, having absorbed these various functions, has 
its own functions absorbed into breath (prana). That this is so is 
evidenced by the fact that dying persons — and for that matter those 
asleep and not dreaming — are seen to breathe although their senses 
and mind are not functioning. 

4. Next, breath so endowed merges with the individual self (jwa), 
that is, with the internal organ as limited by the awarenesses, kar- 
mic residues, and vasanas present at this moment. The man stops 
breathing. 

5. Now the jiva, thus encumbered, joins the subtle elements (tan- 
matra). These are five in number, corresponding to the five gross 
elements — air, fire, earth, water, ^nd akasa. These "subtle" elements 
are apparently conceived of as minute particles which form the seeds 
from which their gross counterparts grow. The cluster of the five 
subtle elements provides a (material) "subtle body'* (suksmasarira) 
which now encloses the jwa with its appurtenances, just as the gross 
body did during life. 

6. All these factors collect in the "heart." The jwa arrives replete 
with awareness (both true and false), karmic residues, vasanas, de- 
sires, and internal organs, so it is perfectly capable of consciousness. 
However, since the external organs have stopped functioning, its 
consciousness at this point, like consciousness in dreams, is com- 
pletely controlled by past karma. Thus at this "moment of death" the 
jwa is caused by its karma to develop a vasana which determines the 

9. Sahkara, BrahmasHtrahhasya 4,2.1-21. 

10. Indian philosophers use this term to mean the place within the body where 
feeling, willing, thinking, and so forth, take place. It does not necessarily denote the 
physical organ which goes by that name in Indian anatomy. 
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direction in which the subtle body will go as it leaves the "heart" — 
by which veins and point of egress, by what path, and to what kind of 
birth it will eventually proceed. 

7. Thus decided, the /Ti;^? -controlled subtle body leaves the "heart** 
by one or another of the many veins and arteries, eventually gaining 
egress from the dead gross body by one or another aperture. 

To this point, the Upanisadic sources appear relatively consistent in 
their implications. When they turn to the account of what happens 
immediately after death the versions diverge slightly. 

Basically, the texts distinguish three paths for the subtle bodies to 
follow. One of these is referred to as the "northern path,** the "way 
of the gods" (devayana), that lies through fire or light and leads to the 
sun. A second is the "southern path,** the "way of the fathers** (pit- 
ryana), leading through smoke to the moon. Sahkara tells us that it is 
those who observe ritual obligations but do not have knowledge of 
God (i.e., Brahman with qualities, saguna Brahman) that follow the 
southern path; those who know God follow the northern path. Those 
who neither fulfilled their ritual obligations nor have knowledge 
follow a third path which leads to Yama's world or city, called 
Sarnyamana, or else they are immediately reborn as small animals, 
insects, perhaps plants, and so forth. 

How does the passage along these paths take place? In the 
Brhadaranyaka Upanisad we are told that the self proceeds from this 
body to the next like a leech or a caterpillar. Sahkara comments that 
the idea is that the self creates a link from the old body to the new 
by means of its vasanas. This serves to remind us that as the 
self encased in its subtle body moves along its path it is not 
unconscious — it is having experiences, determined by its karmic 
residues, as in a dream, and is forming plans and following them out 
as it goes along. It is thus exhausting some of its stored-up kar- 
mic residues as it proceeds, and continues doing so in the "heaven'* 
or "hell" (sun, moon, or Sarnyamana) at which it in due course 
arrives. 

Some details of the states along the northern path are discussed in 
the Brahmasutras. ^-^ For one thing, Sahkara argues that by having 

11. This is one of the points of divergence among the texts. Cf. Paul Deussen, The 
System of the Vedanta, translated by C. Johnston (Chicago: Open Court, 1912; 

reprinted New York: Dover, 1973), chaps. 20, 23. 

12. Also in the BrahmasHtrahhasya on 3.1.1, commenting on the same passage in the 
Upanisad. 

13. Cf. Brahmasutra 4.3. 
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meditated on certain symbols one person may experience things ap- 
propriate to those symbols, and another other things, still there is 
only one "northern path." The Chandogya Upanisad tells us that 
these transmigrating selves go to light, day, the waxing half of the 
moon, the six months when the sun is going north, the year, Aditya, 
the moon, lightning.^"* What sort of travel is this? Sahkara explains 
that these are references to divinities which conduct the self along the 
path, since in his state he is not capable of finding his own way. 

The Chandogya also gives us an account of the details of the south- 
ern path.^^ It leads from smoke through night, the dark fortnight, the 
months when the sun is moving south, to the realm of the fathers, 
thence to akasa and thus to the moon. Again, these are identified by 
Sahkara as deities who act as guides for the transmigrating self. 

The selves of those who follow the "third path" — to Yama's 
world, perhaps — are "reborn*' almost immediately in grains and 
other such things. They retain consciousness all the while, and the 
"hellish" experiences they earn — ascribed sometimes to instruments 
of torture controlled by Yama — are more plausibly construed as the 
natural concomitants of existing in such a state, considering the vio- 
lent changes wrought on them as the grains are prepared for use in 
meals to be consumed by animals and human beings. These 
embodiments — such as plants and grains — being determined by the 
karmic residues of the selves which inhabit them, are rather quickly 
lived through, and the subtle-body-enclosed self may move on soon 
from one body to various others, all the while experiencing appropri- 
ate pains "as in a dream." If they are lucky they may in due course 
find their way into the food of humans and so get into blood and 
semen and eventually gain a new human birth. 

As for those who arrive at the moon, the Upanisads tell us that they 
become the "food of the gods," which Sahkara explains means not 
that they are actually eaten by the gods but rather that they serve the 
gods. Actually, the sojourn in the moon is a period during which the 
meritorious residues are exhausted, and it is thus basically a happy 
interim. Those who have arrived there experience their just rewards 
in heaven for ritual observances practiced in the preceding worldly 
life. They do so until a small amount of karmic residue remains. They 
are also said to take on a watery "body" which supports the organs 
and allows them to generate experiences. 



14. Chandogya Upanisad 5.10.1-2. 

15. Chandogya Upanisad 5.10.3-4. 
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Those traveling the northern path or "way of the gods" proceed, 
as we have seen, through the sun (Aditya) to lightning. From there 
they are conducted to the realm of that which they have worshipped 
and meditated on. If that thing is God, they will be led to the 
Brahmaloka. If they meditated on some symbolic manifestation, 
however, they will arrive at an appropriate kind of heavenly place. 

It seems likely that Badarayana, author of the BrahmasiitraSy 
thought that the Brahmaloka amounted to the state of liberation. 
§ahkara, though, cannot allow that one can literally "arrive at" the 
higher (nirguna) Brahman, since he claims Brahman to be quite unre- 
lated to any second thing, and so he is forced to interpret the 
Brahmaloka as a highest heaven, but not liberation. That raises the 
question whether the selves who go there return to be reborn. The 
Upanisadic text asserts that they do not return — presumably once 
again speaking of Hberated ones — and Sahkara is caught in a di- 
lemma.^'' Either he must reject Badarayana*s and the Upanisads' 
teaching on the point, or he must accept the Brahmaloka as liberation 
and so capitulate to the view that one can obtain liberation without 
knowing the nature of the Highest Brahman. The solution Sahkara 
finds is rather complex. On the one hand, he argues that the texts 
saying that the selves do not return from Brahmaloka mean that they 
do not return to rebirth in this world; they do, however, return to 
other forms of existence, presumably on some divine plane. On the 
other hand, he is willing to admit that those attaining the Brah- 
maloka, provided they have in the meantime attained knowledge 
of the Highest Brahman, will be liberated at the time of reabsorption 
(praiaya). Brahmasutrahhasya 4.3.10 tells us that such selves proceed, 
along with the god (Hiranyagarbha) who rules the Brahmaloka, to 
"the pure highest place of Visnu," and that this is what is meant by 
"progressive liberation" (kramamukti), since the Highest Brahman 
cannot be literally "reached." 

Mandana Misra suggests still another way of resolving the di- 
lemma. The non-returning may be only relative: it might mean that 
those who go to the Brahmaloka remain there until the next reabsorp- 
tion, but that after that they return to bondage in the next cyclical 
universe.^® 

16. Chandogya Upanisad 7 liberally illustrates the kinds of rewards intended. 

17. Cf. Brahmasutras 4.3.10, 22; Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 6.2.13 and Sahkara's 
comments thereon. 

18. Mandana Misra, Brahmasiddhi with Sahkhapani's commentary, edited by S. 
Kuppuswami Sastri. Madras Government Oriental Manuscript Series 4 (Madras, 
1937), pp. 123-124. 
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Returning to those in the moon — eventually the time comes when 
they have exhausted their good karmic residues. At this point the 
watery body which had supported the organs, and so forth, during its 
stay on the moon dissolves, and the subtle body with its remainder of 
bad karma begins to fall back toward the earth. It is said to descend 
inversely through the stages which it ascended — through akasa to air, 
to smoke, into mist and cloud, and then to the earth's surface in the 
rain. This process does not take long, and the self is not conscious 
during this period, just as one loses consciousness when falling from a 
tree (according to one account) or because the karmic residues which 
remain do not become operative again until they determine the next 
birth. 

Having arrived in the rain, the subtle body finds its way into 
plants. It does not get reborn in the plants, that is, it does not experi- 
ence the pains of plant existence as do those who follow the "third 
path.** Instead, the subtle body eventually attaches itself to a plant — a 
grain of rice, say — which is ground up, cooked, and eaten and di- 
gested by an animal. Throughout all this the attached subtle bodies 
remain unconscious (fortunately for them). It is pointed out by 
Sahkara that this part of the cycle is subject to multifarious acci- 
dents:^* a subtle body might spend a long time stuck in some inacces- 
sible place where the rainwater had carried it and then evaporated, or 
it may be carried around in the ecological cycle for a long time, 
passing through various bodies, occasionally into the ocean, back up 
into clouds, down again in rain, and so on. 

Eventually, as it was said, the subtle body finds its way into an 
animaPs vital juices — blood, semen — and, depending on the kind of 
animal it is, gets involved in the reproductive process. In the case of 
many animals, including humans, this means that it enters the ovum 
in semen. The Aitareya Upanisad notes that the jiva is in a sense 
born twice — the first time in the semen when it enters the ovum, the 
second when it leaves the mother's body.^^ In each case there is 
influence of the parent on the new gross body, through the food eaten 
by the parent, which interacts with the elements in the subtle body; 
this is why the child when born resembles its parents, both in the fact 
that it is a human child and not some other kind of animal, as well as 
in its facial features, and so forth. 

19. Samkara, Chandogyopanisadbhasya on 5.10.6. 

20. Aitareya Upanisad 4.2.3. 
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Not well explained in this account is what is responsible for a jiva 

destined for high-born caste status, say, getting into the bodily fluids 
of the right kind of parents, rather than getting a lower birth among 
humans or even other animals. It is perhaps not altogether speculative 
to suggest that this may have a good deal to do with the importance 
Indians place on the food they eat. The purer jivas find their way into 
purer foodstuffs (although exactly how or why is still a mystery, it 
seems); then, since the higher castes eat the purer foods, and so on 
down the natural order, it will ordinarily work out that the right jivas 
will be born from the right parents. 

In any case, the food eaten by the mother during gestation becomes 
transformed into the various physical and mental substances which 
make up the new body, as determined by the relevant aspects carried 
by the subtle body.^^ 

Suresvara, like other authors, dwells on the misery of the jiva as it 
lies in the womb; here once again it has regained consciousness, and it 
develops its organs as the gross portions of its body corresponding to 
them grow. 22 Although we are not explicitly told so, it would appear 
that this development takes place as determined by karmic residues 
through the mechanism of vasanas. If so, it would seem that the 
process of maturation of a jiva's karma begins again at least at the time 
it enters the womb, if not before. 

An interesting story, corroborating some of the speculations in- 
dulged in above, is provided in the Aitareya Upanisad and its Bhasya 
by Sahkara, concerning Vamadeva, who got liberated while in his 
mother's womb.^^ Vamadeva is said to have realized the identity of 
his self with the Highest Self while in the womb, and he immediately 
got release there. The idea is that Vamadeva was so pure and so close 
to enlightenment in his previous life that his liberation was ac- 
complished before his next birth. This suggests several things. First, 
something must have happened to Vamadeva while in the womb, for 
he was not liberated when he first got there; since this could hardly 
have been hearing the words of scripture or of a teacher (the imme- 
diate cause of liberation normally), we must suppose that his purity 

21. Suresvara, Taittirlyopamsadbhasyavarttika, edited and translated by R. Balasub- 
ramaniam (Madras: Centre for Advanced Study in Philosophy, 1974), 2.181—186, 
pp. 158-160. 

22. Ibid., 2.189-200, pp. 162-165. 

23. Aitareyopanisad with §ri Sahkaracharya's 5^^fy<«, tr. D. Venkatramiah (Banga- 
lore: Bangalore Press, 1934), pp. 106-110. 
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naturally resulted in removal of ignorance without any other special 
cause. Second, since Vamadeva is said to have subsequently been 
born and lived through a life determined by his prarabdhakarmariy 

we must assume that the determination of his length of life and his 
experiences was in fact fixed prior to his liberation in the womb. This 
means, I infer, that what the Aitareya called the "first birth," where 
the subtle body enters the ovum in the semen, is the point at which 
the operation of karmic residues through vasanas is resumed, along 
with the jiva's consciousness. Third, it suggests that the distinction 
between Vamadeva's prarahdhakarman and his other karmic residues 
was already fixed prior to this "first birth," since presumably at the 
point of liberation all the other residues became inoperative. 

All of which brings us to what we ordinarily call the birth of the 
child, the "second birth" of the Aitareya. It would seem from the 
foregoing that, viewed in karmic perspective, this is a relatively un- 
important event, though for obvious reasons it is a critical occasion 
viewed from the perspective of human society. All the karmic pro- 
cesses are already under way, and have been for about nine months in 
the case of a normal child. 

This child is, then, endowed with the three kinds of karmic res- 
idues noted earlier — prarabdha, sancita, and agamin karma. Sahkara 
likens prarahdhakarman to an arrow already in flight — it will con- 
tinue until its energy is exhausted, unless something obstructs it.^'* 
Likewise, the child as he lives through the present life will experience 
the ripening of the residues his prarahdhakarman unless something 
obstructs it, like premature death due to violence or other unnatural 
causes. So it is the same balance of karma of this sort which deter- 
mines the length of his normal life and the type of experience he will 
have during that hfetime. 

The process by which karmic residues affect experience needs to be 
discussed, since it lies at the center of supposed problems over the 
fatalistic or at least deterministic implications of the "Law of Karma." 
It seems to me that there is little cause for any such problem in the 
context of Advaita theory. The key to the puzzle, if any, lies in 
distinguishing karmic residues from vasanas. A vasana, as we saw, is 
a man*s determination to aim for certain objectives. Now such a 
determination is an effect of one's karmic residues — one's vasanas 

24. The Bhagavad-Gita with the commentary of Sri Sahkaracharya, translated by A. 
Mahadeva Sastri (Madras: V. Ramaswamy Sastrulu & Sons, 1897, 1972), p. 365. 
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will be purer the purer one's karma. Further, pursuing a purer deter- 
mination will get one, on balance, happier experiences, while pursu- 
ing impure determinations will get one, on balance, less happy or 
indeed painful experiences. It is in this sense that past actions deter- 
mine future experience. But this is a very loose relation. It is not, for 
instance, the case that a certain act x in some past life specifically 
determines a certain event of experiencing, y, in this one; at best, x 
generates a determination on the agent's part to pursue a life-plan or 
-style which leads him to develop a desire to do something which will 
produce y if nothing interferes. Much may interfere. Furthermore, 
the agent, once aware of the danger of following his instincts, may 
perform yoga, and so on, to counteract the influence of his vasanas. 
Thus the agent aware of the relation between his life-plans and his 
type of experience may decide to take a certain attitude toward his life 
as a whole. This is not another life-plan, but a way of looking at 
life-plans. The karmic residues must keep working themselves out — 
that is, a man must live some life and follow some style or plan, 
experiencing appropriate results — but he may remain, as it were, 
aloof from involvement in the process. In this second-order attitude 
of nonattachment lies the kev to liberation. 

In living one's life-plans one necessarily performs actions. Indeed, 
the primary meaning of the word "karman" is action. Actions may 
be classified in various ways according to Indian traditions. For 
example, they may be divided into bodily (kayika), vocal (vacika), 
and mental (manasa) acts. Then again, one can divide actions into 
ritual and non-ritual acts. Ritual acts may be divided in turn into 
those which are enjoined (vidhi) and those which are proscribed 
(nisedha). Of the enjoined acts there are said to be four kinds: 
(1) regular daily rites (nityakarman)y such as the baths prescribed for 
the Brahmana each day; (2) occasional rites (naimittikakarman)y ob- 
servances for particular occasions, for example, to be performed at a 
certain point in the life-cycle, such as investiture, succoring the ances- 
tors; (3) desired acts (kamyakarman)y acts which are prescribed for 
one who wishes to obtain a certain result, say, heaven; (4) expiatory 
actions (prayascitta), acts performed to purify oneself because one has 
failed to do certain prescribed acts either in this life or in past lives. 

On Sahkara's view all these kinds of acts are equally capable of 
producing karmic residues which in turn will condition the type of 

25. Cf. K. S. Iyer, op. cit., Vedanta Kesari 1 (1914-15): 278. 
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birth, length of life, and kind of experience the jiva will have in the 
next life. Some of them, indeed, may produce results in the same 
lifetime in which they are performed. 

Which karmic residues work themselves out sooner? And which 
ones constitute the prarahdhakarman for a given lifetime as opposed 
to others which are sancita — stored up for later fruition? Sahkara 
seems to think that in general the more intense and proximate 
residues, whether sinful or meritorious, tend to mature first, but that 
the general rule here is subject to many exceptions because there are 
incompatibilities among several residues which have equal claim but 
only one of which can mature at a given time. 

How does maturation actually come about? One performs an act in 
lifetime A at time t, and this act is supposed to have something to do 
with the experience the same agent has in lifetime B at time t-\-n. In 
BrahmasHtrabhasya 3.2.38-41 Sahkara explains the difference be- 
tween the views of Jaimini and Badarayana on this score. The Mi- 
mamsa view of Jaimini is that the act produces at time t something 
called an apurva^ which somehow reflects the act and presages the 
eventual outcome; this apurva constitutes in a literal manner the 
"karmic residue" and works itself out automatically in lifetime B, 
having been passed along with the other elements of the subtle body. 
Badarayana's view, as Sahkara interprets it, is that (1) it is clear that 
the act itself cannot produce the experience in lifetime B, since an act 
is a short-lived event; (2) although there is something like an apurva 
(as we have seen), it cannot by itself produce the experience which 
constitutes its maturation, since it is an unintelligent thing, like a 
piece of wood, and so it cannot pick out the appropriate time and 
place for the pleasure or pain which constitutes the experience in 
question. As a result, the correct view — accepted by Sahkara as well 
as by Badarayana — must be that God arranges things so that the 
resulting experiences match the merit or demerit characterizing the 
agent's past acts. 

It will, I trust, be appreciated that bringing in God in this fashion 
in no way commits Badarayana or Sahkara to such a strong deter- 
minism as to stifle freedom of will on the part of agents. The relation 
between future act, present experience, and past karma is very loose. 
It is possible, according to the theory, that A should do x in lifetime 
A, that the karmic residue should breed a vasana in lifetime B which 
leads him to do an act y, which is productive of great sin but im- 
mediately accompanied by pleasant experience z. Indeed, not only is 
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that possible but presumably it happens all the time. God does not 
ordinarily match experience to act on the ground of the merit-value of 
that act, but rather on the ground of the merit- value of past acts. 

The Yoga and the Advaita accounts are the two most thoroughly 
worked out of the theories of karma and rebirth in classical Indian 
philosophy. Other accounts differ in various ways from these two, 
but are not anywhere nearly so fully developed. As has been seen, the 
Yoga account is particularly strong and rigorous with respect to the 
karmic mechanism, while the Advaita account concentrates more 
fully on the actual moment-to-moment processes involved in death 
and rebirth. Furthermore, there is an important contrast between the 
two on the question of an intermediate state between death and the 
next birth. Yoga denies any such intermediate state, while Advaita 
goes into some detail about what happens during this time. The Ad- 
vaita theory, therefore, involves postulation of certain items not pres- 
ent in Yoga, notably the subtle body. 

In discussing Yoga I pointed out that the texts make consistent use 
of the model of rice-farming to explicate the theory. There is, as far as 
I can tell, no comparably consistent use made of any model in Ad- 
vaita, although Sahkara is very fond of offering similes to explain 
particular points. At best, one might say that the model is built 
around the ecological cycle: however, this is not really a model but an 
integral part of the theory itself. The theory involves the hypothesis, 
for example, that in the rainwater there are subtle bodies embodying 
jivas returning from sojourns in the moon, and so on, and this is no 
metaphor but a literal claim about the rainwater. I am not sure how 
important it is to push this contrast very far, however. 

Although scientifically minded (mostly Western) critics have tended 
to view the accounts reviewed above as either very poor the- 
ories or else as myths or models themselves, it seems to me clear 
from the care with which the accounts are presented that their authors 
intended them quite literally as theories. Furthermore, it is not at all 
clear to me that they are any worse off with respect to the kinds of 
criticisms of theories sketched earlier than are theories deemed suc- 
cessful in Western science. The major criticism of the karma theory is 
that it is untestable, but similar criticisms can be made of theories in 
physics, for example those affected by the exigencies of quantum 
jumps or those which come under the restrictions suggested by 
Heisenberg's indeterminacy principle. Defenders of the theories in 
question respond that these difficulties are technical or technological. 
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that in principle the theories are testable at least within broad limits. 
But surely the same can be said of the karma theory. It is not in 
principle untestable, though in practice it is because of technical dif- 
ficulties. The difficulties arise from our inability to determine with 
precision which person now alive inherits which past person's karmic 
residues. If one complains that it is precisely the responsibility of the 
karma theorist to convince us that rebirth takes place at all, that there 
are any karmic residues, the parallel complaint may be recorded 
against the physicist who postulates unobservable microparticles. In 
both cases it is clear enough that what is to be explained is observable; 
in both cases the explanation involves postulation of unobservables. 
Technological advances may in time make possible testing of both 
types of theories — we may build bigger and better microscopes, or 
find theoretical ways of controlling the effects of quantum jumps or 
indeterminacy, and likewise we may eventually discover ways of 
identifying karmic residues and vasanas and so of re-identifying them 
in another body at a later time. 

Although because of their untestability the karma theories of Yoga 
and Advaita may properly be viewed with an attitude of suspended 
judgment about their truth or falsity, it seems undeniable that they do 
represent influential and careful statements which relate to indigenous 
Indian thinking about life and death. Thus they are surely relevant to 
attempts to provide an interpretation which captures the essential 
character of the (or an) Indian conceptual scheme. It is this connec- 
tion which I wish to explore now. 

The most substantial effort at characterizing the Indian conceptual 
scheme to date is that of the anthropologist McKim Marriott. Mar- 
riott interprets Indian thinking as "transactional." His major essay on 
the topic, he says, 

proceeds from the axiom that the pervasive indigenous assumptions of any 
society, such as Indian notions of the identity of actor and action and of the 
divisibility of the person, provide bases on which an anthropologist may 
construct his models of cultural behavior in that society. It applies that 
axiom by constructing a monistic, dividualistic general model of Indian 
transactions, fitting this model first to the most accessible data, which are on 
the interrelations and ranking of castes. It then proceeds to a wider review of 
the typical transactional tactics and strategies of groups and persons in In- 
dia's varied moral, mstrumental, and affective systems of action.-^ 

26. McKim Marriott, "Hindu Transactions: Diversity without Dualism," in B. Kap- 
ferer (ed.), Transaction and Meaning (Philadelphia: Institute for the Study of Human 
Issues, 1976), p. 109. See also the introduction to this volume for a further discussion 
of Marriott's theory. 
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Marriott's interpretation features what he terms "substance-code." 

Before one begins to think of Hindu transactions, one . . . needs firmly to 
understand that those who transact as well as what and how they transact are 
thought to be inseparably "code-substance" or "substance-code."^^ 

Marriott delineates a number of features of substance-code: it may be 
relatively gross or subtle, that is, more or less capable of transforma- 
tion, such transformations conceived on analogy with the heating or 
cooking of foodstuffs. It is "particulate, therefore divisible, highly 
diverse," it "constantly circulates," and it constitutes "all natural 
entities," which are inevitably transformed "by combinations and 
separations of their substance-codes. "^^ A characteristic and funda- 
mental aspect of Indian life consists in the exchanging of substance- 
code, and Marriott goes on to provide an interpretation of Indian 
thinking about caste that distinguishes castes according to the 
strategies their members adopt in transacting such stuff. 

In Marriott's view the Indian conceptual scheme is "monistic": 
there is basically one kind of stuff, called "substance-code," and 
Indian thought is not characterized by separations between law and 
nature, mind and body, spirit and matter, substance and code, and so 
on. The scheme is "particularistic": substance-codes are basically par- 
ticles which are constantly moving from one aggregate (body) to 
another. These particles of substance-code range in size from gross to 
exceedingly subtle, and in value from negative (evil) to positive (good 
or pure). It is noteworthy that not only is what we (Westerners) think 
of as "material stuff" so constituted, but likewise "perceived words, 
ideas, appearances, and so forth" are also types of substance-code. 
Persons, in this scheme, are aggregates of particles of substance-code 
of various kinds, and their nature is constantly changing, owing 
to gain and loss of these particles. Persons are thus, in Marriott's 
terminology, "dividual" rather than "individual," and they are con- 
stantly exchanging some of themselves with what is in their environ- 
ment, including other persons. 

The connection of this general account to the interpretation of caste 
behavior is suggested by the following: 

Transactions, notably nonreceivings and receivings as well as initiations of 
action, both demonstrate and bring about natural or substantial rankings 
through what are thought to be the actors* biomoral losses and gains. A 
pattern of distribudons or communications is also implied. Such com- 
municadve, distributive events are assumed to be general: one actor and his 

27. Ibid., p. 110. 28. Ibid. 
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action are never for long quite like another actor and his action, and they all 
change constantly through recombinations of their parts. But actors and 
their interactions are never to be separated from each other; they change 
together. 29 

Marriott goes on with great skill to develop an analysis superior in 
explanatory power to previous accounts of caste behavior. I shall not 
summarize that analysis here, except to report that the account fea- 
tures a distinction of four extreme tactics which is then used to con- 
struct matrices in which an indefinite variety of behavior can be 
mapped. The four tactics are "optimal,'* which involves asymmet- 
rical exchange in which I get more than I give; "pessimal," asym- 
metrical exchange in which I give more than I get; "maximal," 
symmetrical exchange in which I try to maximize transactions; 
and "minimal," symmetrical exchange in which I try to minimize 
transactions. 

Marriott in his interpretation not only promises to make sense of 
the behavior reported in the data from village studies; he also spends a 
good deal of time developing its connection with and implications for 
the so-called great tradition of Hinduism. This is accomplished 
largely through exploring what were termed "moral, instrumental, 
and affective" aspects of transactions from a broader perspective. 
Marriott thinks of this triad as corresponding respectively to the 
dharmUy arthay and kama triad of values spoken of in Dharmasastras 
and other influential classical texts. He is also able to relate the four 
strategies to the classical account of life stages, or asramasy identifying 
the student (hrahmacarin) with the pessimal tactic, the householder 
(grhasthin) with the maximal tactic, forest-dwelling (vanaprasthya) 
with the optimal tactic, and renunciation (samnyasa) with the mini- 
mal tactic.^® 

The reconstruction of the Indian conceptual scheme which Mar- 
riott provides, then, is conceived in broad terms and is clearly in- 
tended to provide a rationalization for a great deal of Indian thought 
and behavior. The question I want to raise now is whether it also 
rationalizes the karma and rebirth theories I sketched earlier, or 
whether we must find a different interpretation for them. It will be 
my reluctant conclusion that the latter is required. However, I shall 
try to show that getting clear about this may well provide the basis for 
much more incisive analyses of the history of Indian thought and 
related Indological matters. 

29. Ibid., p. 112. 30. Ibid., p. 134. 
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The fundamental reason why Marriott's interpretation will not fit 
the karma theories expounded in Yoga and Advaita is that those 
theories do not allow for transfer of karma, while the interpretation 
that one naturally derives from Marriott is that they should. Karmic 
residues are construed as substance in these theories, and if anything 
can be said to be "code," these residues certainly can. Yet it seems to 
me we must infer that this kind of substance-code is not transferable. 

We hear nothing about transacting or transferring karmic residues 
in Yoga and Advaita. The point of these theories, the motivation for 
developing them, derives from the philosophical concern for libera- 
tion. Indeed, Indian philosophy consists, practically by definition, of 
activities motivated by concern for liberation. Liberation is under- 
stood as release from bondage to the cycle of rebirth through render- 
ing the karmic process inoperative. We saw that in Yoga this means, 
roughly, following practices which will result in one's acts not pro- 
ducing seeds of future results. In Advaita one accomplishes the same 
end by discovering that one doesn't really act at all; that discovery 
"burns the seeds" of the past, sancita acts, and since one no longer 
acts, he acquires no new residues. That leaves only the prarab- 
dhakarman, which has already begun to bear fruit, and once the 
liberated man has experienced the results of that karma he will not be 
reborn, according to Sahkara. In either system one's bondage or 
liberation is something he himself has to earn; he cannot give away his 
karma to someone else, even to God. The texts sometimes comment 
on the untenability of any view which implies that one person might 
experience the results of another person's actions. 

Relating to this fundamental point are several corollaries which are 
likewise significant. For one thing, though on Marriott's account 
one's self is a function of one's substance-code, in Yoga and Advaita 
(as well as all other Hindu philosophical systems) one's self is pre- 
cisely not substance-code, not transferable. In Yoga and its sister 
system Sahkhya the self is called purusa and is carefully distinguished 
from the stuff (prakrti) which makes up citta, which is composed of 
the three gunas, and so forth. It is the purusa which is dynamic, 
intelligent, and so forth. The Sahkhya account of bondage is that it is 
due to the confusion on the part of the huddhi stemming from its 
failure to discriminate the self (purusa) from the substance-code 
(prakrti, composed of the gunas). Advaita's view is similar. On Sah- 
khya, Yoga, and Advaita accounts ignorance (avidya) about the rela- 
tion between the self and what is not the self is the root-cause of 
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bondage. In Advaita the true Self, the atman which is brahman, is 
never really bound, never really acts, but only through ignorance 
appears to do so. Realization of this fact is all that is required to end 
the karmic process. In all the Hindu systems it is the appreciation of 
the distinction between the self and other things which is of the 
essence — this is even true in Advaita, which, though professedly a 
monism, celebrates the discovery that there is nothing else in reality 
except the self, reality being contrasted with the phenomenal world of 
ignorance, action, and transaction. 

Another corollary relates to the nature of the renunciate, or sam- 
nyasifty whom, as we noted, Marriott tries to explain as representing 
the attitude of minimal transacting. That something is amiss in this is 
suggested by the fact that in Marriott's reconstruction of the classical 
four varnas (Brahmanas, Ksatriyas, Vaisyas, and Sudras) it is the 
Vaisyas who are the minimizers ideally. Marriott explicitly notes; 

This stage [of renunciation] requires the tactic of minimal transaction in 
gross substance that typifies the Vaisya. As a mendicant, the samnyasin can 
no longer gain by gross and lavish giving. He sinks from the moral perfec- 
tion of the forest-dweller by accepting alms in low-ranking media from all 
persons, but uses this tactic to reduce his attachment to any intake. He thus 
increases his actual independence, his freedom from external influence. To 
the extent that the living renouncer succeeds in minimizing his transactions, 
especially through developing inner powers of thought, he achieves a sub- 
tler, thus more perfect substance-code.^* 

Marriott himself seems to have doubts about this aspect of his 
analysis: he feels himself required to offer a few words of explanation 
about the parallel between samnyasin and Vaisya. 

If he [the samnyasin] is sometimes respected much more than his current 
minimal transactions would justify — more than the comparable Vaisya 
among the varnas — this seems due to an assumption of a cumulative effect, 
explicit in the texts: the renouncer should have achieved the virtues not of a 
single strategic position alone, but of each previous stage that he has visited 
in sequence. 

Now it is true that the sarnnyasin is expected to withdraw from 
transaction of worldly materials; he characteristically gives away all 
his possessions. But most of the rest of the passages just quoted are 
hard to verify from the texts. The account offered seems to describe 
someone who wishes to become a sarnnyasin and chooses to demon- 
strate his intent by "reducing his attachment to any intake," which 

31. Ibid., p. 132. 32. Ibid. 
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was preceded ideally by his having achieved the virtues of student, 
householder, and forest-dweller respectively. But a would-be sam- 
nyasin and the real thing are quite different, and indeed it seems from 
the texts that one who tries to become a samnyasin merely by at- 
tempting to withdraw from transactions will not necessarily succeed, 
and likewise that one who employs other tactics of transacting, such 
as the Brahmana*s optimizing, the Ksatriya's maximizing, or even the 
Sudra*s pessimizing, may be able to achieve samnyasa more easily 
than by the Vaisya*s minimizing. 

What seems to have happened here is that Marriott is describing the 
external analogue to the behavior of the samnyasin, but has missed 
the inner logic, which is the exact opposite of transactional. In 
Sanskrit parlance we find philosophers speaking of two approaches to 
things, the positive approach of action (pravrtti) and the negative 
approach of withdrawal from action (nivrtti). The samnyasin is one 
who takes the latter approach. When a samnyasm takes his vows he 
promises to adopt that kind of attitude. He does not promise to stop 
moving, speaking, eating, sleeping, and performing natural bodily 
functions. What he promises to do is to stop thinking transactionally, 
to "withdraw from the world" in the sense of losing interest in 
worldly transactions. On Sahkara's account, indeed, 2i samnyasin is a 
jivanmiikta, a liberated person; in him only prarabdhakarman is still 
impelling his body, but no actions, properly speaking, are taking 
place at all. He has gotten this way because he has realized that 
transactions and worldly affairs generally are merely projections of 
ignorance, that in fact nothing like that really happens. With this 
realization that he has never acted and cannot do so now or in the 
future, it is clear that what are from a transactional perspective actions 
or failures to act are nothing of the sort: they are at best the last 
vestiges of the ignorance that he has now dispelled, which mean 
nothing at all to him now. 

Marriott's interpretation, then, does not fit well when applied to 
matters having to do with bondage and liberation. The philosophical 
tradition is not the "pure" side of the transactional interpretation; it 
represents an entirely different indigenous interpretation. This is sug- 
gested by a moment's consideration of the Yoga model we ex- 
plored earlier. It must be clear that this model of two streams meet- 
ing, eddying, and eventually being straightened out again is relevant 
if the streams are one person's experience, but makes no sense if 
the context is interpersonal. If the streams are lost in a vast ocean of 
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Other streams, the eddies will dissipate into the sea and be nobody's in 
particular to experience the results of, and to straighten them out 
doesn't necessarily bring liberation to anyone. 
The textual evidence itself strongly suggests that there were from 

very early on in India two traditions (at least) which had dissimilar 
features — the transactional and the philosophical. For example, it is 
likely that the changing of the trivarga to a caturvarga — the adding 
of liberation (moksa) to the triad of dharma, artha, and kama — 
represented some kind of attempt to synthesize the two traditions. 
Quite possibly the addition of the samnyasin to the other three as- 
ramas represents a similar attempt at synthesis. The Bhagavadgita, 
beloved of Indians through the centuries, may have won its popular- 
ity precisely because it is such a sensitive attempt to resolve or tran- 
scend the tensions between the two traditions. That the theory of 
karma and rebirth came late to the Vedic corpus is suggested by a 
passage in one of the Upanisads where Yajnavalkya seems to suggest 
that karma is a secret doctrine not to be explained to just anyone. 
The MImamsa exegetics, whose origins must go back into Vedic times 
themselves, does not know of liberation and treats dharma as the 
superior way a man should choose to orient his life, a way leading 
to heaven, which appears to be the ultimate end conceivable for 
man. All of these things suggest that the karma theory did not arise 
from the transactional one, or vice versa, but that they represent 
two distinct traditions requiring reconciliation in any satisfactory 
world-view. 

The fundamental point in all this is that the philosophical systems, 
in expounding the theory of karma and rebirth, do not allow transfer 
of karma. Yet such a notion is alluded to in various places early and 
later in Hindu and Buddhist texts. Other essays in this collection 
report such passages. The question is, what do they represent? 

My notion is that they are the natural outcome of the constant 
attempt by Indians to reconcile the tensions between the transactional 
and philosophical interpretations, attempts which began as early as 
the karma theory was recognized and accepted and which have lasted 
until the present. Probably the single most important line of recon- 
ciliation was religious, better, theistic. If one can give one's 

33. I am indebted for this point to James L. Fitzgerald, who pointed out the connec- 
tion when a draft of the present paper was read to a seminar at the University of 
Chicago in 1977. 

34. Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 3.2.13. 
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karma — one's substance-code — to God and thus be liberated from 
its fruition, one may escape the necessity of having to choose between 
pravrtti and nivrtti. That is the line of resolution developed in the 
Bhagavadgita and rehearsed in medieval literature. It is the basis of 
the Hinduism of the last half century or more. 

Other papers in this volume will explore the ramifications of and 
alternatives to the devotional synthesis. What seems likely, though, is 
that the more incisive and rigorous our understanding becomes of the 
nature of the tensions between the two traditions — transactional ver- 
sus philosophical, pravrtti versus nivrttiy dharma versus moksa — the 
more insightful will be our understanding of the historical develop- 
ment of Indian thought. By developing in detail the transactional 
interpretation which Marriott has pioneered, by understanding more 
thoroughly the philosophical theories of karma and rebirth, by thus 
seeing more clearly just what are the points of contrast and what they 
may have meant to Indians of various walks of life at various points in 
history, the historian of ideas should be able to grasp in depth much 
of what has been, and to a large extent still is, the conceptual scheme 
governing Indian thought and behavior. 
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Karma, Apurvay and "NaturaF' 
Causes: Observations on the Growth 
and Limits of the Theory of Samsara 

WILHELM HALBFASS 



Introduction 

It is one of the familiar paradoxes of the Indian reHgious and 
philosophical tradition that the theory and mythology of transmigra- 
tion and karma, obviously one of the most basic and most commonly 
accepted premises of this tradition, is not found in its most ancient 
and venerable documents. "There is no trace of transmigration in the 
hymns of the Vedas; only in the Brahmanas are there to be found a 
few traces of the lines of thought from which the doctrine arose." ^ 
We cannot and need not discuss here in detail the complex and con- 
troversial question of its origins and early developments; a few re- 
minders may be sufficient. ^ 

The available sources seem to indicate that the doctrine of rebirth, 
karma, and samsara was preceded by the idea of punarmrtyu, "re- 
death," "dying again"; provided there is a continuation of our exis- 

1. J. N. Farquhar, An Outline of the Religious Literature of India (London, 1920, 

repr. Delhi, 1967), p. 33. 

2. On the prehistory and the earhest developments of the doctrine of karma and 
samsara, cf., e.g., A. M. Beyer, "Etude sur I'Drigine de la doctrine du samsara," 
Journal Asiatique 9:18 (1901, vol. 2), pp. 451-499. 
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tence after this earthly death — does it come to an end, too? What is 
the nature of this end? Is it unavoidable? — the notion oipHnarmrtyu 
leads to that o{ punaravrtti, "return" into an earthly existence; the 
idea of cycles of death and birth, of transmigrations through many 
lives, of the lasting and retributive efficacy of our deeds becomes 
more and more prevalent in the Upanisads, and it wins almost univer- 
sal acceptance in subsequent literature. However, its formulations in 
the older Upanisads are still tentative and partial; it is still open to 
basic questions and doubts, not organized and universalized into one 
complete and comprehensive world- view. There is an element of con- 
troversy, novelty, secrecy, illustrated by a famous passage of the 
Brhadaranyaka Upanisad which tells us how Artabhaga received this 
teaching from Yajnavalkya.^ And not only here, but to a certain 
degree even in such texts as the Mahabharata, it appears still in 
competition with other theories and concepts, for example, those of 
kala and niyati. ^ 

In contrast with its absence in the Vedic hymns and with its still 
controversial and somewhat tentative status in the most ancient 
Upanisads, the doctrine of karma and samsara seems to be fully 
established and almost universally accepted as a comprehensive 
world-view in classical and later Indian thought. Only the Carvakas 
and other "materialists" appear as rigorous critics of its basic 
premises^ — the belief in a continued existence beyond death, in cy- 
cles of death and birth, in the retributive, ethically committed causal- 
ity of our actions. For the materialists, as far as they are known to us 
from the reports and references of their opponents,^ death, that is, 
the dissolution of our physical body, is the end. There is no inherent 

3. Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 3.2.13. 

4. Cf., e.g., J. Scheftelowitz, Die Zeit als Schicksalsgottheit in der indischen und 
iranischen Religion (Stuttgart, 1929); cf. also H. G. Narahari, "Karma and Reincar- 
nation in the Mahabharata,'Mn;i<«/5 of the Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute 27 

(1946): 102-113. 

5. "Carvaka" is used with more or less specific reference to a particular school, often 
interchangeably with the more general term "Lokayata." The basic teachings usually 
attributed to the Carvakas are also mentioned in the Buddhist canon, where they are 
associated with the heretic teacher Ajita Kesakambali; cf. Dighanikaya 2.23 ff. 

6. Cf. G. Tucci, "Linee di una Storia del materialismo indiano," Atti della R. 
Accademia Nazionale dei Lined (Roma), Anno 320 (1923; Ser. 5, Mem. 17), pp. 
242-310; Anno 323 (1929; Ser. 6, Mem. 2), pp. 667-713. E. Frauwallner, Geschichte 
der indischen Philosophic (2 vols., Salzburg, 1953-1956; Eng. trans, by V. Bedekar: 
History of Indian Philosophy, 2 vols., Delhi, 1973), pp. 295-309 (trans, pp. 215- 
226); S. N. Dasgupta, A History of Indian Philosophy, vol. 3 (Cambridge, 1940, 
repr. 1961), pp. 512-550. 
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power of retribution attached to our deeds. There is no goal or value 
beyond earthly pleasure. "The elements are earth, water, fire, and air. 
Wealth and pleasure are the sole aims of man. The elements move 
through original impulse. There is no other world. Emancipation is 
death."^ "Dharma and adharma don't exist; there is no result of good 
and bad actions."^ "As long as we live, let's have a pleasant life."^ The 
awareness of this basically different approach, this materialistic and 
hedonistic denial of the foundations of the karma theory, is to a 
certain extent kept alive by the traditions of the Hindus as well as of 
the Jainas and Buddhists, in particular in doxographic literature. 
Haribhadra's Saddarsanasamuccaya, Madhava's Sarvadarsanasam- 
grahuy the Sarvasiddhdntasamgraha falsely attributed to Sahkara, and 
various other works of this type all present the Carvaka view as one 
of the traditional world-views and as a fully established darsana; 
other texts deplore the growing influence of materialistic and 
hedonistic ways of thinking.*® 

However, the doxographic presentation of the Carvakas is usually 
highly stereotyped. Their position is far from being a living philo- 
sophical challenge to the authors of later times; it appears rather 
fossilized in its contents and argumentation. There is no "dialogue" 
between the materialists and their opponents. Their criticism of the 
ideas of immortality and retribution, which are basic premises of the 
theory of karma, is preserved by the tradition; but it is not much 
more than a relic from the distant past. As a matter of fact, what the 
doxographic accounts present as the explicit target of this criticism is 
in most instances not the theory of karma and samsdra as such, but 
rather the belief in immortality and retribution in general or in its 
older forms. Vedic sacrifices, which relate to the "other world" 
(paraloka)y to a continued existence of our ancestors, and so forth, 
are ridiculed, particularly the srdddha ceremony: There is no "other 
world," nobody in it for whom our sacrificial activities might be 
useful.** It is this criticism of doctrines and practices of the Vedas and 

7. Krsnamisra, Prabodhacandrodaya, ed. and trans. S. K. Nambiar (Delhi, 1971), 

pp. 40-41 (act II). 

8. Haribhadra, Saddarsanasamuccaya, v. 80. 

9. Madhava, Sarvadarianasamgraha (Poona, Anandasrama Sanskrit Series [ASS], 
1906), p. 5: yavaj jivet sukham jivet. This is also quoted in various other texts. 

10. E.g., ihe Prabodhacandrodaya. 

11. Cf. Sarvadarsanasamgraha, pp. 2, 5; Prabodhacandrodaya, pp. 40-41 (v. 21). 
According to the Carvakas, sacrificial performances are nothing but a means of 
livelihood for the performing priests. 
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Brahmanas which is carried through the centuries by the doxographic 
tradition; ''materialistic" arguments which relate, in a specific sense, 
to later developments of the doctrine of karma and samsara are very 
rare. ^2 

Apart from the Carvakas and certain other "materialists" and 
"fatalists," virtually nobody in the classical and later traditions of 
Indian religion and philosophy has questioned the basic principles of 
the theory of karma. There seems to be no explicit awareness and 
hardly any reflection of the initial absence of the theory in the oldest 
period of thought, although the texts which document this absence 
are carefully preserved. The doctrine of karma and samsara is pro- 
jected into the most ancient texts, including the Vedic hymns it is 
always taken as their indispensable background and presupposition. 
Concepts and theories which were initially used independently of and 
without reference to the karma theory, and which, in its earlier 
phases, appear side by side with it and as its possible rivals, are 
reinterpreted in the light of the karma theory, are accommodated to 
or identified with it. Daiva, niyati, and so forth, no longer represent 
an impersonal cosmic "fate," but are constituted by one's own past 
actions; kala, "time," is no longer seen as an independent ordaining 
principle, but becomes a function of karma. Karma explains the 
causes of our present fate^^ by means of what has been regarded as 
"one underlying fundamental intuition. "^"^ But although it may be 
argued that karma is directed toward a single all-comprehensive 
world-view,'^ we cannot disregard the concrete historical varieties 

12. A specific criticism of the transfer of a jlva from one body into a new one is 
found in the Lokayata chapter of Santiraksita's Tattvasamgraha, ed. E. Krishna- 
macharya (Baroda, Gaekwad's Oriental Series [GOS], 1926, with KamalasTla's 
Pancika), w. 1861 ff. 

13. The most notorious fatahsts in the Indian tradition are the Ajlvikas, headed by 
Makkhah Gosala; cf . A. L. Basham, History and Doctrines of the Ajivikas (London, 
1951). 

14. Cf. Rg Veda 4.27 (Vamadeva in the womb). 

15. Cf. J. Scheftelowitz (see n. 4), pp. 21 ff. 

16. H. von Glasenapp, The Doctrine of Karman in Jama Philosophy, trans. G. B. 
Gifford (Bombay, 1942), p. 30. (German original: Leipzig, 1915; Diss. Bonn). Cf. 
also Sri Aurobindo, The Problem of Rebirth (Pondicherry, 1969), p. 14. In a negative 
perspective. Christian and other critics have often emphasized the all-inclusive 
character of karmic causality; e.g., T. E. Slater, Transmigration and Karma (London 
and Madras, 1898), p. 36: "Thus Karma or Adrishta becomes the one and only law of 
the universe." 

17. R. Panikkar, "The Law of Karman and the Historical Dimension of Man," 

Philosophy East and West 22 (1972): 26. 

18. See notes 111-114 below, on the universaHzation of karma. 
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and deep-rooted tensions and ambiguities which remain with the 
theory even in its fully developed "classical" versions. 

There are symptomatic border problems, "grey zones," questions 
and ambiguities concerning the scope and limits of karmic causality. 

It is by no means simply taken for granted that the whole world is just 
a stage for ethically committed or soteriologically meaningful events, 
or that natural processes are necessarily governed by or subordinate 
to retributive causality. The realm of cosmology and even that of 
biology is not eo ipso coextensive with the realm of samsara, that is, 
of retribution and of possible soteriological progression. There are 
various ways of specifying and delimiting karma and samsara and of 
relating karmic causaUty to other contexts of causality. 

The theory of karma and samsara is not, and certainly has not 
always been, the Indian way of thinking. It does not represent one 
basically unquestioned pattern and premise of thought, and it would 
be quite inadequate to try to find one master key, one single her- 
meneutic device which would allow us to understand it all at once and 
once and for all. As a matter of fact, the understanding of the karma 
theory has often been hampered by an exclusive and thus misleading 
search for one basic principle or pattern of thought, one essential 
meaning, one "underlying intuition," by an exclusive interest in its 
core and its essence, disregarding its perimeter and its limits, its con- 
flicts and its tensions. 

In its concrete totality, the doctrine of karma and samsara is a very 
complex phenomenon, both historically and systematically. It func- 
tions at various levels of understanding and interpretation, as an un- 
questioned presupposition as well as an explicit theory, in popular 
mythology as well as in philosophical thought. In its various contexts 
and appHcations, it has at least three basically different functions and 
dimensions: karma is (1) a principle of causal explanation (of factual 
occurrences); (2) a guideline of ethical orientation; (3) the counterpart 
and stepping-stone of final liberation. These three functions are 
balanced, reconciled, and integrated in various manners; they do 
not form a simple and unquestioned unity. 

In the following, I shall try to describe and to analyze some of the 
basic and exemplary problems which arise from the encounter and 
juxtaposition of karma and other contexts of causation. The perspec- 

19. See the introduction to this volume for a survey of these varieties. 

20. Attempts to categorize karma definitively "as such" as a law, principle, power, 
theory, belief, etc., have inevitably been futile. 
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tive will be historical; I shall focus on cases which reflect historical 
changes in this area, which illustrate the differences and tensions 
between older and later levels of thought, and which exemplify the 
processes of adjustment of pre-karmic and extra-karmic ways of 
thinking to the theory of karma and samsara. I shall first discuss the 
MImamsa concept of apHrva, specifically its interpretation by 
Kumarila; then I shall deal with some basic problems of the Vaisesika 
concept of adrsta. A short "epilogue" will refer to Sahkara's retro- 
spective consummation of the theory of karma. 

Karma and the Mimamsa Concept of Apurva 

The Mimamsa, more properly Purvamimarnsa or Karmamimamsa, 
presents itself as the advocate of the Vedic foundations against 
criticisms, changes, and reinterpretations. Divided into various 
schools, it carries the exegesis and defense of the Vedic sacrificial 
dharma into the period of the classical philosophical systems, into 
their framework of methods and presuppositions. It carries with it a 
set of pre-Upanisadic notions and ways of thinking which may ap- 
pear obsolete in the new atmosphere. On the other hand, it disregards 
or rejects ideas or doctrines which have become basic premises for the 
other systems. Final liberation (moksa), commonly accepted as a lead- 
ing theme or even as the basic concern of philosophical thought, does 
not play any role in the older literature of the system; Mimamsa deals 
with dharma, not with moksa. Familiar ideas like the cyclical de- 
struction of the world (mahapralaya), "yogic perception" (yogi- 
pratyaksa), the "Lord" (isvara), and so forth, remain excluded even 
in its later literature.-- For our present discussion, the following is of 
peculiar significance: the Mimamsa carries the heritage of the "pre- 
karmic" past of the Indian tradition into an epoch for which karma 
and samsara have become basic premises. As well as their counter- 
part, moksa, the concepts of karma and sarnsara do not play any role 
in the Mimamsasutra and remain negligible in its oldest extant com- 
mentary, Sahara's Bhasya. These texts do not deal with "works" or 
"deeds" in general, and they do not refer to or presuppose any gen- 
eral theory of an ethically committed, retributive causality inherent in 

21. The Mimamsa neglect of the idea of final, irreversible liberation is still reflected 
in the teachings of Dayananda Sarasvati, the founder of the Arya Samaj; he recog- 
nizes only temporary "paradises," or states of bliss. 

22. We do not here consider later, synergistic tendencies. 
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such deeds. They deal only with the specific efficacy of the Vedic 
sacrificial works. 

However, with the transformation of Mimamsa into a comprehen- 
sive, fully developed philosophical system, karma and samsara, as 
well as moksUy become more significant and manifest in its thought 
and argumentation, not so much as explicit themes, but as tacitly 
accepted presuppositions or as points of reference and orientation. 
This is exemplified in a very peculiar and complex manner by the 
writings of Kumarila, the most successful systematizer of the 
Mimamsa tradition. Kumarila*s basic concern in this connection is to 
explicate and to justify the specific Mimamsa ideas about the efficacy 
of the Vedic rituals, which are considered to be the core of dharma. 
He has to do this in the context and atmosphere of ways of thinking 
for which karma and samsara have not only become basic premises 
but which have also developed sophisticated theoretical models and a 
keen sense of problems in this area and with reference to causality in 
general. Rumania's procedure presents a remarkable example of a 
highly specialized and idiosyncratic line of thinking which neverthe- 
less illustrates some of the most basic problems of the functioning of 
karma and of causality in general. The efficiency of the Vedic rituals 
entails its own special and "trans-karmic" (or rather, "proto- 
karmic") causality; the encounter of this type of causality with the 
wider causal context of karma and samsara leads to symptomatic 
questions of correspondence and mutual adjustment. The discussion 
of these problems centers around the concept of apurva, for Kumarila 
that particular "potency" which gathers and stores the efficacy of the 
Vedic rituals and makes it possible for transitory sacrificial perfor- 
mances to have lasting effects in the distant future. 

There is no explicit reference to apiirva in Jaimini*s Mimamsasutra. 
We find it only in Sahara's Bhasya and its commentaries and sub- 
commentaries. We cannot discuss here the background and prehis- 
tory of the Mimamsa usage of this concept (in particular its role in 
Bhartrhari's Vakyapadiya, a text with which Kumarila is well ac- 
quainted), or the question whether or to what extent it relates to its 

23. Cf. Kumarila, Mimamsaslokavarttika with Nyayaratnakara of Parthasa- 
rathimisra, ed. R. S. Tailanga (Benares, Chowkhamba Sanskrit Series [CCS], 1898- 
1899; henceforth abbreviated SV), Sambandhaksepaparihara, w. 108 ff. "Previous 
births" (janmantara) are also accepted by Sahara on Jaimini's Mimamsasutra (MS) 
1.3.2, where he speaks about the non-remembrance of what has been experienced 
in a previous life. 
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usage in grammatical literature, as characterizing the "prescriptive 
rules" (vidhi), which teach something "new," not said before. The 
way in which it is discussed by Sahara and his commentators leaves 
no doubt that, even within Mimamsa, it is a very controversial con- 
cept. It is presented in basically different interpretations and at vari- 
ous levels of thematization and reification. Sahara's brief remarks are 
commented upon in two widely divergent sections in Prabhakara's 
Brhati and in Kumarila's Tantravarttika.^'^ Prabhakara's comments 
are even shorter than Sahara's own remarks; in their brevity, they 
remain cryptic and deliberately elusive as far as the ontological status 
of apurva is concerned; for more explicit statements we have to re- 
fer to the writings of Prabhakara's follower and commentator 
§alikanathamisra.25 Kumarila's commentary, on the other hand, is 
very elaborate, and it goes far beyond Sahara's own statements; the 
apurvadhikarana of the Tantravarttika is the most important and 
most comprehensive discussion of the topic in classical Mimamsa. 

At the beginning of this section, a lengthy purvapaksa is presented, 
according to which the assumption of apurva is quite unnecessary 
and unfounded. Kumarila's refutation is a special application of the 
epistemological device of arthapatti, "circumstantial inference" or 
"negative implication": Vedic injunctions would be meaningless or 
misleading if the connection between the sacrificial acts and their 
future results were not established; apurva is this indispensable con- 
necting link. Apurva is a potency produced by the sacrifice which 
makes it possible that its fruits be reaped at a later time; it is a bridge 
between the actions and their promised results. In this context, 
apurva appears as a specific device to account for a specific exegetic 
problem. Yet Kumarila himself leaves no doubt that it has wider and 

24. The decisive section is on MS 2.1.5. It relates to an objection already discussed 
by Sahara on MS 1.1.5 — that as long as the sacrifice takes place, it does not produce 
its fruit, and when the fruit occurs, the sacrifice is no longer there. Another relevant 
section is found in the Vyakaranadhikarana of Kumarila's Tantravarttika (henceforth 
TV), in Mlmamsadarsana (Jaimini, Sahara, Kumarila), ed. K. V. Ahhyaiikara and 
G. S. Jos? (Part I, on 1.2.1-2.1.49, Poona, ASS, 1927, Poona^, 1970) on MS 1.3.24- 
29. On the use of apurva in grammar, cf. Patanjali, Mahabhasya on Panini 1.4.3. 
Bhartrhari's Vakyapadiya uses the word in 2.119 (quoted by Kumarila, TV 241 ff); 
3.7.34; 3.1.69. 

25. Cf. his commentary, Rjuvimalapancika, on Prahhakara's Brhati (Brh) (Part 3, 
ed. S. Subramanya Sastri, Madras, 1962) and his systematic monograph 
Prakaranapancika. In Prahhakara's interpretation, the word arambha used in 
Jaimini's SUtra is much more important. On the contrasting interpretations, cf. G. 
Jha (Jha), PHrva-mimamsa in Its Sources (Benares,^ 1964), pp. 226 ff. 
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more general implications and ramifications: basically, the same prob- 
lem for which the concept of apurva is supposed to provide a solution 
exists also in the case of ordinary, "secular" activities such as farming, 

eating, studying:^^ the results cannot be expected right after the com- 
pletion of the acts, but only some time in the future. A certain stor- 
able "power" (sakti) is necessary as a connecting and mediating 
principle between act and result. This is a rule which applies to all 
cases of instrumentality and to the causal efficiency of actions in 
general.^'' The actions as such are sequences of vanishing moments. 
They can gain totality, coherence, and future efficacy only if, in spite 
of their temporal disparity and constant disintegration, their causal 
power is accumulated and integrated and remains present up to the 
completion of the appropriate results. This is even more obvious in 
the case of complex activities which combine various actual perfor- 
mances at various times and occasions; a favourite example in the 
sacrificial field is the new and full moon sacrifice, darsapurnamasa. 2® 
We cannot and need not enlarge here on the technical details and 
scholastic developments of the theory of apurva. One of the main 
issues is how subdivisions in the realm of apurva are supposed to 
correspond to the complexities of the rituals and the Vedic pro- 
nouncements by which they are enjoined, how certain subordinate, 
auxiliary actions have or produce their own specific units of apurva, 
and how these contribute to the final and comprehensive apurva of 
the complete sacrifice, which in turn corresponds to the unity and 
totality of the result, for example, heaven, svarga. Basically, apurva 
comes in "units" of higher and lower order; incomplete acts do not 
produce any apurva at all; and the subordinate apurvas of the auxil- 
iary parts of the sacrifice do not accomplish anything independently, 
if the whole sacrifice is not completed.^" On the other hand, the 
distinguishability of the various apurvas or **units" of apurva ac- 
counts for the multipHcity and variety of the results. 

26. TV, p. 365. 

27. TV, p. 366: sarvasadhananam istaphalapravrttav antaralikavyaparavasya- 

bhavitvat. 

28. TV, pp. 364-365. 

29. Cf. Jha, pp. 240 ff. The most familiar handbook of the later period is Apadeva, 
Mimamsanyayaprakasa (Apadevi), ed. and trans. F. Edgerton (New Haven, 1929). 

30. On the structural analogy between apurva and the concept of sphota as used in 
speculative grammar, cf., e.g., Mandana, Sphotasiddhiy v. 10 (trans. M. fiiardeau, ed. 

N. R. Bhatt, Pondicherry, 1958), pp. 29, 83. ' 

31. TV, p. 367: yasya tv apurvani kriyante, tasya pratikarma pratiyogarp ca tad- 
bhedad upapanne phalananatvavaicitrye. 
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In trying to locate apiirva, to account for its lasting presence after 
the disappearance of the sacrificial act as a physical act, Kumarila 
ultimately resorts to the soul of the sacrificer — although apurva re- 
mains for him a potency (yogyata) generated by, and in a sense be- 
longing to, not the sacrificing person, but the principal sacrifice 
(pradhanakarman) itself. The causal potencies created and left behind 
by the sacrificial acts remain present as traces or dispositions (sams- 
kara) in the person who has performed them; according to Kumarila, 
there is no other possible substratum in which they could inhere. 

Throughout his discussion, Kumarila takes it for granted that in its 
basic dimensions his discussion of apiirva responds to problems 
which concern acting in general, in particular the relationship of acts 
to such results that occur only in the distant future. In a sense, it 
appears as a case study on the causal efficiency of acts in general. Yet 
the dividing line which separates apurva from other types of causal 
potency remains clear and irreducible. Apurva is unique insofar as it 
results exclusively from the execution of Vedic injunctions; and its 
separation from and juxtaposition with other, "secular" types of act- 
ing and of causal potency leads to peculiar though mostly implicit 
problems of coordination and of possible interference. 

There seems to be a basic assumption that if Vedic rites, including 
all subsidiary acts, are performed in strict accordance with the Vedic 
rules, they will not fail to produce their proper results. Sacrificial, 
"apiirvic" causality seems to operate within a finite and well-defined 
set of conditions, a kind of closed system, in which it seems to be 
secure from outside interference: in bringing about its assigned result, 
the power of the sacrifice, that is, apurva, will prevail over other 
possible influences, including those which might arise from the gen- 
eral karmic status of the sacrificer. 

The standard example of a sacrificial result in Kumarila's discussion 
is the attainment of heaven (svarga); in this case it is obviously impos- 
sible to challenge empirically the efficacy of the sacrifice, that is, its 
power to produce the result. However, there are other cases where 
the actual occurrence of the result is not relegated to a future life or a 
transempirical state of being. The most notable among these is the 

32. TV, p. 369: yadi svasamaveta-eva saktir isyeta karmanam, tadvinase tato na syat, 
kartrstha tu na nasyati. 

33. On the other hand, it is held that if a particular result is assigned to a particular 
sacrifice by the Veda, only this, and no other results, will be accomplished; cf. SV, 
Citraksepaparihara, v. 16. 
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citra ceremony, which is supposed to lead to the attainment of cattle 
(pasu) and thus presents itself as an easy target of criticism and 
ridicule, already referred to and discussed in Sahara's Bhasya.^^ 
Kumarila devotes one chapter of his $lokavarttika to presenting the 
arguments against the citra ceremony (Citraksepa) and another one to 
refuting these arguments (Citraksepaparihara). In his refutation, he 
does not resort to any extrz-apiirvic factors, such as the bad karma of 
the sacrificer, to account for the obvious irregularities in the appear- 
ance of the assigned result. It is simply the nature of the citra sacrifice 
that there is no specified and exactly predictable temporal sequence 
between its performance and the occurrence of the result. The desired 
result, the attainment of cattle, may very well occur not in this but in 
a future life; on the other hand, cases of the acquisition of cattle 
which are not preceded by empirically ascertainable citra perfor- 
mances should be seen as results and indicators of performances of 
this ritual in a previous existence, and the invisible causal agency of 
apurva should be taken as directing the visible sequence of events. 

In the case of the "rain-producing" kariri sacrifice, however, rele- 
gation of the result to an indefinite future seems to be much less ac- 
ceptable, since what is at stake here is the production of rain in the 
immediate future. In this case, Kumarila cannot avoid referring to 
adverse apHrvic influences, to the counterproductive efficacy of other 
Vedic actions, which, at least temporarily, prevent the result of the 
kariri ceremony (rain) from appearing. Kumarila's commentator 
Parthasarathi adds that we are dealing here with acts prohibited by 
the Veda, the result of which stands in opposition to the production 
of rain; at any rate, the obstructive influence should itself be rooted in 
specific acts enjoined or prohibited by the Veda, not in any general 
karmic circumstances.^^ 

Kumarila's discussion of apurva remains for the most part re- 
stricted to "optional rites" (kamyakarman) and rites for specific oc- 
casions, which are aimed at the fulfillment of specific desires and 
needs and presented in terms of positive injunctions (vidhi). The 
question whether there is an apurva corresponding to the violation of 

34. The defense of the citra sacrifice is one of the most symptomatic cases of 
Mimamsa apologetics, and it became one of the starting points of MImatnsa epis- 

temology. 

35. On MS 1.1.5. 

36. Cf. §V, Citraksepaparihara, vv. 11—12. 

37. §V, V. 26; cf. Parthasarathi in §V, p, 688. 
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prohibitions (pratisedha), that is, resulting from such actions which 
according to the Veda will lead to punishments or undesirable conse- 
quences, is only briefly referred to by Kumarila.-'^ Basically, he is 
ready to accept such a negative counterpart of the positive potential 
resulting from proper sacrificial enactments: there is ^napurva result- 
ing from violating the prohibition to kill a Brahmin, and it will ac- 
complish the punishment of the violator in hell (naraka). Yet it is not 
surprising that Kumarila does not further enlarge on this point. He 
has obviously reached a rather delicate border area of his theory of 
apiirva which would make it difficult for him to avoid various con- 
ceptual entanglements and to keep his discussion within the limits of a 
specifically Vedic context of causality and from lapsing into the gen- 
eral field of "karmic," that is, retributive causality: what, for exam- 
ple, is the mechanism governing a violator of a Vedic prohibition who 
is not entitled to the study of the Veda and thus cannot derive any 
apiirva from it? What happens to a Sudra killing a Brahmin? 

Another point which is not really clarified is the apurvic status of 
the "permanent rites" (nityakarman), regular performances which 
are not designed for the attainment of specific results. In the 
Slokavarttika,^'^ Kumarila mentions them casually in connection with 
the theme of final liberation, which is not really his own concern; 
their value consists in their contribution to eliminating past demerit 
and to keeping off such demerit which would result if they were not 
performed. The systematic implications of these suggestions are not 
pursued. 

Apiirva is a conceptual device designed to keep off or circumvent 
empirically oriented criticism of the efficacy of sacrifices, to establish 
a causal nexus not subject to the criterion of direct, observable se- 
quence. Yet, in trying to safeguard metaphysically the apurvic sanc- 
tuary of sacrificial causality, Kumarila repeatedly emphasizes that its 
basic problems are parallel to those of "ordinary," "secular" causality 
and action: the "empiricists" are not safe on their own ground; even 
there they cannot get along without some durable and coordinating 
"potency" (sakti), which must be analogous to that oi apiirva.*^ 

Kumarila commits himself much more deeply to developing a 

38. TV, pp. 368-369; cf. Somesvara, Nyayasudha (on TV), ed. Mukunda Sastri 
(Benares, CSS, 1909), p. 604. 

39. §V, Sambandhaksepaparihara, w. 110 ff.; cf. also M. Hiriyanna, Outlines of 
Indian Philosophy (London,^ 1967), p. 330. 

40. See above, p. 274. 
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comprehensive metaphysical theory of apurva than his rival Prabha- 
kara, and he goes much more clearly and resolutely beyond Sahara's 
statements. In presenting the atman as the "substratum" (asraya) of 
apurva, which inheres in it as a samskara, he opens himself, as I shall 
discuss later, to the influence of models of thought developed in 
Nyaya and Vaisesika and presented in Vatsyayana's Nyayabhasya and 
elsewhere. Prabhakara not only avoids locating apurva as a samskara 
in the sacrificer; he also avoids any comparable theoretical commit- 
ment. For him, the basic question raised by the concept of apurva is 
not that of a causal mechanism functioning toward the accomplish- 
ment of a desired result (phala), but that of the unconditional author- 
ity and imperative power of the Veda: what is "to be done" (karya) 
according to the Vedic injunctions has not merely and not even 
primarily an instrumental value, and it need not be explained or 
justified in terms of a coherent theory of its causal efficacy; nor does 
the Veda have to derive any additional motivating power from such a 
theory."*^ As Ramanujacarya*s Tantrarahasya explains in an eloquent 
summary of the Prabhakara views on this matter, "duty" (karyata) 
and "instrumentality" (sadhanata) are essentially different, and the 
fulfillment of the Vedic injunctions (vidhi) is a purpose in itself. 
Here, the "optional rites" are themselves interpreted in the light of 
the "permanent rites," which are not motivated by the expectation of 
a desired result. 

As we noted earlier, Kumarila, though emphasizing the parallels 
hetwcQYi apurva and other "stored effects" of actions, does not inte- 
grate his notion of apurva into the general context of the theory of 
karma, nor does he discuss problems of interaction, overlapping, or 
conflict between these two types and contexts of causality. There can 
be no doubt that Kumarila is fully aware of the karma theory and, 
moreover, that he recognizes it as a generally accepted and basically 
acceptable presupposition of philosophical thought. Yet his way of 
dealing with it remains, in spite of a few explicit statements, casual 
and elusive. 

While Kumarila is far from questioning the basic validity of the 
theory in general, he does reject certain symptomatic applications, 
specifically in the field of cosmology, and he points out some funda- 

41. Cf. Brh, pp. 319 ff; Hiriyanna, pp. 328 ff. 

42. Ramanujacarya, Tantrarahasya (TR), ed. R. Shama Shastry. 2nd ed. by K. S. 

Ramaswami Sastrl (Baroda, GOS, 1956), pp. 57, 59. 

43. Cf. SV, Sambandhaksepaparihara, vv. 94 ff. 
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mental difficulties which arise in this context. In accordance with the 
Mimamsa refusal to accept the doctrine of periodic world destruc- 
tions and subsequent regenerations, he rejects the attempt of the 
Vaisesika school to explain these cosmic processes by presenting the 
retributive power of past deeds, together with the controlling agency 
of the "Lord," as their efficient cause:"** karma cannot be the moving 
force behind the whole world process in the theistic Vaisesika or in 
the "atheistic" Sahkhya context. 

On the other hand, it is obvious that the way of thinking which is 
exemplified by the Vaisesika concept of adrsta — the retributive po- 
tency of past deeds stored as a quality of the soul (atman) — has 
served as a model for the explication of apurva by Kumarila and by 
subsequent authors. Apurva and adrsta are often found in close rela- 
tionship. They may be used ahnost interchangeably, or adrsta may 
function in specifically sacrificial contexts as a concept which includes 
apurva.'*^ We may also refer here to bahkara who uses apHrva in such 
a way that it relates to karma, that is, what is called adrsta in Vai- 
sesika, in general.'*^ However, in this context Kumarila himself uses 
not the term adrsta but sarnskara, which in Vaisesika is restricted to 
other functions. A possible source for the use oi sarnskara in Kumari- 
la's discussion of apurva would be the "examination of the fruit" 
(phalapariksa) in the Nyayahhasya.^'^ This section responds directly 
to the basic concern of the apurva discussion: how can actions, 
specifically sacrificial performances but also actions in a general sense, 
produce results which occur a long time after the completion and 
disappearance of the actions? The Nyayabhasya answers that the ac- 
tions leave certain dispositions (sarnskara), namely, dharma and 
adharma, in the soul and that these make it possible that the fruit, 
such as heaven (svarga), is reaped at a much later time. Even in the 
choice of its examples, the Nyayabhasya sometimes comes close to 
Kumarila's presentation. It is noteworthy that the interpretation of 

44. Ibid., vv. 70 ff. Cf. Parrh.isnrnrhi, S7xstradlpika, cd. T.. S. Dmvid (Benares, CSS, 
1916), pp. 320 ff, 327 ff. Although the Sahkhya is more in the focus of this argumen- 
tation, it seems that the idea which is rejected here was not originally at home in 
Sahkhya; see below, n, 71. 

45. Cf. Mandana, Sphotasiddhi (see n. 30), v. 11 (p. 84); Parthasarathi, $astradipika, 
p. 14; also the "Glossarial Index" in F. Edgerton's Apadevi (see above, n. 29). 

46. On Badarayana's Brahmasutra (BS) 3.1.6; 3.2.38 ff. 

47. On Gautama's Nyayasutra (NS) 4.1.44 ff., in The Nyayasutras with Vatsyaya- 
na's Bhasya, ed. G. S. Tailanga (Benares, Vizianagram Sanskrit Series, 1896). On 
sarnskara cf. also Yogasutra 3.9 ff; 4.8 ff. (vasana). 
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apurva as a samskara is introduced only in the Tantravarttika; it is 
not found in Kumariia*s Slokavarttikuy which precedes the Tan- 
travarttika and deals with apurva in a more casual manner. 

While Kumarila cautiously adopts for his own context what he 

finds useful in the Nyaya or Vaisesika discussions, representatives of 
these systems in turn try to cope with the Mimamsa theory of sacrifi- 
cial causaHty or specifically with Kumarila's explication of apurva. 
Examples may be found in ^ridhara's Nyayakandali and in Jayanta's 
Nyayamanjari; a pre- Kumarila version of the theory of apurva, basi- 
cally amounting to the idea of a substrateless and impersonal power 
which is invoked and manifested by the sacrificial performance, was 
already discussed and refuted by Uddyotakara in his Nyayavarttika 
on Sutra 1.1.7. A major difficulty which Sridhara sees in Kumarila's 
apurva is the way in which it is still supposed to belong to the 
sacrifice itself and not just to the sacrificer. For him, no real quality or 
potency can inhere in or belong to an action.'*® A shorter, less specific 
discussion is found in Vyomasiva's Vaisesika commentary/^ in which 
he still refers primarily to the older view that there is a "dharma 
without substratum" (anasrito dharmah). In accordance with the 
main direction of the karma theory, adrsta as understood in Vaisesika 
is not only stored in, but also belongs to and is caused by, the acting 
person (purusa): we are the responsible causes of our actions, of 
which we have to bear the consequences as traces in our own soul. In 
Mimamsa, only the utsarga, the official act of initiating the sacrifice, 
has to be done by the sacrificer; the actual performances themselves 
may be left to "paid agents." Although Kumarila maintains that the 
soul (atman) of the sacrificer is the subject or the "doer" of the 
sacrificial action, the question of personal authorship and responsibil- 
ity is less important here: what produces apurva is rather the imper- 
sonal power of the sacrifice itself, which is only unleashed, activated 
during the actual performance of the sacrifice. Apurva may be stored 
and coordinated in the soul; yet it is not merely and not even primar- 
ily a quality or subordinate ingredient of the soul; it is and remains 

48. Nyayakandali (NK) by Sridhara, in Bhashya of Prasastapada, together with the 
Nyayakandali, ed. V. P. Dvivedin (Benares, Vizinagram Sanskrit Series, 1895), 
pp. 273 ff ; Sridhara quotes from the apurvadhikarana of TV; he also refers to Man- 
dana, Vidhiviveka. 

49. Vyomavati (Vy) by Vyomasiva, in Prasastapadabhasyam . . . with comm. SUkti 
by Jagadisa Tarkalahkara, Setu by Padmanabha Misra, and Vyomavati by Vyo- 
masivacarya, ed. Gopinath Kaviraj (Benares, CSS, 1924-1930), pp. 639 ff.; this pas- 
sage does not indicate any acquaintance with TV. 
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the effect and the stored power of the sacrifice. Although Kumarila 
has made various adjustments to the way of thinking exemplified by 
the Vaisesika doctrine of categories and to the theories of samskara 
and adrsta, the magico-ritualistic world-view of the Brahmana texts, 
which presupposes an impersonal mechanism of forces to be invoked 
by the rituals, remains present as an underlying factor in his discus- 
sion of apurva. 

In his Nyayamanjari, Jayanta discusses the problems of sacrificial 
causality in accordance with the Nyaya tradition of Vedic apologet- 
ics. He is far from questioning the specific role and efficacy of Vedic 
rituals; in a rare case of concrete biographical information in Indian 
philosophical literature, he mentions an immediately successful sam- 
grahani ceremony performed by his own grandfather; yet he does not 
accept the Mimamsa strategy of defense. Jayanta quotes repeatedly 
from the sacrificial discussions in Rumania's ^lokavarttika; however, 
he does not give any indication that he is aware of the apur- 
vadhikarana of the Tantravarttika. In his criticism of the MImarnsa 
theory of sacrificial causality, he constantly refers to a view which, 
unlike the theory of Tantravarttika, does not recognize the storage of 
sacrificial effects, of apiirva, as a samskara of the soul. The 
"sarnskaric*' view (sarnskriyapaksa) is presented as a specialty of the 
Nyaya school. 

Jayanta places the theory of sacrificial efficacy more resolutely in 
the general framework of the theory of karma and sarnsara. He does 
not accept the Mimamsa restriction to specific and exclusively sacrifi- 
cial contexts of causality, but sees a much more open field of possible 
interaction and interference with other karmic influences. The possi- 
bility of "defects in the sacrificer'' (kartrvaigunya) is seen as much 
more relevant and as a potential cause of delay for the reaping of the 

50. TV, pp. 366 ff . : the pnrusa is not the sadhana of the results; pp. 369 ff . : the soul 
is indispensable as an asraya, but remains comparable to a mere carrier (cf. the simile 
of the camel, p. 370). A curious discussion of the question of personal authorship in 
sacrificial performances is found in Sahkaramisra's Upaskara on Vaisesikasutra (VS), 
6.1.5.; available in many editions (first Calcutta Bih. hid. 1861); trans, by N. Sinha 
(Allahabad, Sacred Books of the Hindus, 1911). Sahkaramisra obviously misun- 
derstands the purvapaksa in MS 3.7.18 (rejected MS 3.7.19 ff., with Sahara) as 
Jaimini's own view. 

51. Cf. Nyayamanjari (NM) of Jayanta Bhatta, ed. S. N. Sukla, 2 vols. (Benares, 

Kashi Sanskrit Series, 1934-1936), pp. 248 ff. ; the samgrahanJ ceremony, which was 
followed by the acquisition of the village Gauramijlaka, is mentioned on p. 250. 

52. NM, p. 255. SV, Citraksepaparihara, v, 26, is quoted twice; cf. also SW on Siitra 
2, w. 195 ff. 
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sacrificial results. Since the varying degrees of immediacy and regular- 
ity in the appearance of sacrificial results can be explained by referring 
to various factors of merit and demerit, it becomes unnecessary for 
Jayanta to assume, as Kumarila does, any basic distinction in the 
nature of the sacrifices themselves. Thus, without renouncing the 
special role of sacrificial causality, Jayanta tries to integrate it into the 
general framework of karma and samsara. 

Finally, we may mention here a section in Vacaspati*s Tatt- 
vavaisaradi on Yogasutra 2.13, where the relationship between the 
dominant apiirva of the jyotistoma (the means of attaining heaven) 
to the negative potential of the act of killing which is subordinate to 
this sacrifice is discussed in a way which is characteristically differ- 
ent from Kumarila's way of dealing w^ith this question^"* — that is, 
integrated into a general theory of merit, demerit, and retributive 
causality. 

Karma, AdrstUy and "Natural" Causality 

In the development of the MTmanisa concept of apiirva, in particular in 
Kumarila's presentation, we found the encounter of Vedic exegesis and 
of the theory of the sacrifice with the general theory of karma, the 
attempt to defend and to explicate the uniqueness of sacrificial causality 
and at the same time to cope with more general and basic problems of 
causality and action. The Vaisesika concept oiadrsta ("unseen," "invis- 
ible"), on the other hand, exemplifies the encounter of a system of 
cosmology, philosophy of nature, and categorial analysis with so- 
teriological ideas and the attempt to explicate and to justify within its 
own conceptual framework the theory of karma and samsara. 

In classical Vaisesika, as represented by Prasastapada, adrsta is a 
comprehensive term for dharma and adharmUy **merit" and "de- 
merit," two of the twenty-four qualities (guna) enumerated in the list 
of "categories" (padartha) of the system. However, the basic text of 
the school, the Vaisesikasutra attributed to Kanada, has only a list of 

53. The threefold division of sacrifices into those which bear fruit after death fe.g., 
jyotistoma), those which bear fruit irregularly (e.g., citra), and those which bear fruit 
in this life (e.g., kariri) is Jayanta's direct target of criticism (NM, p. 252). On the 

vaigunya theory, which is rejected as a general explanation by Kumarila, TV, p. 368, 
cf. the Nyayabhasya (NBh) (in NS [see n. 47 above]) on 2.1.57 ff. At any rate, the 
sacrifice is not supposed to perish without any fruition at all {adattaphala, NM, 
p. 254). 

54. SV on Satra 2, w. 239 ff., 249 ff. 
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seventeen gunas which does not include dharma and adharma; and 
there is no reason to accept the later claim that they were implicitly 
considered as gunas, that is, as qualities of the soul.^^ The integration 
of dharma and adharma into the list of gunas is a symptomatic step 
in the process of the final systematization of Vaisesika and of its at- 
tempted merger of soteriology and "physics." 

Although the Vaisesikasutra does not Hst adrsta among the "qual- 
ities," the term and concept is nevertheless quite familiar in this text. 
Most of the occurrences o{ adrsta are found in a section^^ which deals 
with various causes of mostly physical movements (karman in the 
technical meaning of Vaisesika, i.e., the third " cztegory,'' padartha): 
adrsta moves objects in ordeals and magnetic processes; it causes 
extraordinary movements of earth and water, the circulation of water 
in trees, the upward flaming of fire, the horizontal blowing of wind 
or air, the initial movements of atoms and "minds" (manas, in the 
process of forming new organisms). Another section^^ uses adrsta 
and dharmaladharma in a more religious and ethical perspective, 
referring to the "invisible" results and purposes of ritual and ethical 
activities, to their "merit" and "demerit." Dharma is further men- 
tioned as a causal factor in dreams, in the extraordinary type of 
cognition known as arsay and so forth. ''^ It is obvious that adrsta 
covers at least two different sets of problems and implications, and it 
may be questioned whether or to what extent there is an original 
conceptual unity in these two usages. As far as the physical and 
cosmological usage of adrsta is concerned, its primary function seems 
to be to account for strange and extraordinary phenomena in nature 
which would not be explicable otherwise (magnetism, upward 
movement of fire, etc.), as well as for phenomena which seem to be 
signs or to contain an element of reward and punishment; according 
to Candrananda's Vrtft, the oldest extant commentary on the Vai- 
sesikasutray such events as earthquakes are indicators of good and evil 
(subhasubhasHcana) for the inhabitants of the earth. Although there 

55. The Jaina author Jinabhadra (probably sixth century and apparently not famiHar 
with Prasastapada's work) states explicitly that the number of qualities in Vaisesika is 
seventeen; cf. Visesavasyakahhasya, ed. D. Malvania (Ahmedabad, 1966-1968), 

vv. 2972 ff. with commentary. 

56. VS 5.1.15; 5.2.2, 4, 8, 14, 19. Cf. also VS 4.2.5: dharma causing the movement of 
atoms toward the formation of bodies. 

57. VS 6.2.1 ff.; 6.2.1 is repeated as 10.20 (10.2,8 of the Upaskara version). 

58. VS 9.24, 28 (9.2.9; 28 Upaskara). 

59. Candrananda on VS 5.2.2; if this were to be expressed in terms of the karma 
theory, it would obviously imply some kind of "group karma." 
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is an obvious ethical implication in the second group of cases, the 
Siitra text does not indicate in any way that the adrsta, which is 

supposed to cause these events, is to be understood as inhering in 
souls (atman). This assumption would seem to be even more remote 
in cases like the upward flaming of fire, for which no ethical, retribu- 
tive, or psychological implications are suggested. In cases like this, 
adrsta appears simply side by side with other causes of physical 
motions like "gravity" (gurutva) or "fluidity" (dravatva), which in- 
here in those material substances which they affect; like adrsta, "grav- 
ity" and "fluidity" are explicitly classified as "qualities" only in the 
later list of twenty-four gunas. The most momentous function of 
adrsta seems to be referred to in the statement that it causes the initial 

• • • 

movements of atoms and "minds" — the function of a "prime mover" 
when after a period of mahapralaya, during which the whole world 
process has come to a complete rest, the regeneration of our universe 
starts again. On the other side and in an obviously different perspec- 
tive, adrsta or dharmaladharma is introduced to ensure the retribu- 
tive efficacy of actions which have a ritual or moral significance. In 
this sense, it shows a close analogy with apurva; §ahkaramisra, the 
author of the Upaskara on the Vaisesikasiitray repeatedly uses the 
word apurva in this context.*^ 

The VaisesikasHtra does not state that the unseen physical power 
behind such phenomena as the upward flaming of fire and the retribu- 
tive power of past deeds stored in the soul are identical, nor does it 
state that they are different. We do not know when the identity, 
which is taken for granted by Prasastapada and later Vaisesika, was 
first established in an explicit and definite manner. Already the 
Nyayabhasya of Vatsyayana has a more unified concept of dharmal 
adharma as being inherent in the soul; and the connection between 
the retributive efficacy of deeds, stored as "dispositions" (sarnskara) 
of the soul, and certain physical processes has been made more ex- 
plicit. However, it does not consider the specific kinetic functions 
oi adrsta mentioned in the Vaisesikasutra; and it does not use the term 
adrsta as a synonym of dharmaladharma. Instead the term is used 
with reference to a theory which is rejected by the Nyayabhasya and 

60. Candrananda's and Sahkaramisra's attempts in this direction are not very con- 
vincing; Saiikaramisra on 5.2.13 (14 Candrananda) suggests that only first movements 
of flaming, etc., at the beginning of a new work! period are meant. 

61. Cf. also his comments on VS 6.1.5, with lengthy remarks on Mimamsa. 

62. NBh on NS 3.2.63 ff.; cf. also 4.1.44 ff. 
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which maintains that there is an "invisible force" (adrsta) in the mate- 
rial atoms (ayiu), also in the "mind" (manas), which gives them the 
kinetic impulse needed for the formation of bodies, and so forth; in 
this view, adrsta seems to function primarily as a principle of 
physicalistic, naturalistic explanation, and its ethical and soteriologi- 
cal implications remain at least very obscure. The theory ihzx adrsta 
resides in the atoms and not in the atman is also referred to and 
rejected by Prasastapada's commentator Vyomasiva.^"* 

In the tradition of the Vaisesika school, its final systematizer, 
Prasastapada, leaves no doubt concerning the unity of adrsta in its 
various physical, ethical, and religious functions. He universalizes its 
application as an indispensable factor functioning in the processes of 
life and consciousness: dharma and adharma are supporting causes 
and conditions of life in general (jivanasahakarin ), of its basic condi- 
tion of breathing as well as of mental processes like desire and cogni- 
tion.^^ In particular, Prasastapada emphasizes the role oi adrsta in the 
cosmic processes of the periodic destruction and regeneration of the 
whole universe. There is no doubt that adrsta (dharmaladharrna) 
has now become all-pervasive and that it functions as the key factor 
in re-interpreting the "natural" world as sarnsara, that is, as a 
mechanism of reward and punishment, or karmic retribution. Yet, 
even the great systematizer Prasastapada has not been able to har- 
monize completely or cover the ambiguities and dichotomies inher- 
ited from the Vaisesikasutra. There remains a tendency to separate the 
contexts of physical or cosmological explanation and of ethics, 

63. NBh on 3.2.73; the word adrsta is introduced at NS 3.2.72. There is no good 
reason to accept the suggestion of Vacaspati's Nyayavarttikatatparyatika that this is a 
Jaina view. It may rather be a view which at a certain time had its proponents within 
Vaisesika or Nyaya itself. The question of the causaHty of atomic motion is highly 
ambiguous in Jaina thought; although dharma and adharma function as media of 
motion and rest and may even be called their causes (Kundakunda, Pancastikayasara, 
V. \02: gamanatthidikaranani), they are not supposed to be efficient (ibid., v. 95), but 
only conditional and auxiliary causes (upagraha; Umasvati, Tattvarthasutra 5.17), 
diid a certain spontaneous causality is left to the movable things themselves 

(cf. Kundakunda, v. 96). 

64. Vy, pp. 638 ff. 

65. Prasastapadabhasya (PB), in NK (see n. 48 above), pp. 308 ff. On the role of 
adrstdldharma in the process of sense perception, cf. p. 186; in dreams, p. 184; 
adharma as a factor in the occurrence of doubt, p. 175; also generally in the explana- 
tion of phenomena like desire, aversion, pleasure, etc. VS 4.1.9, which deals with the 
conditions of perception and corresponds to PB, p. 186, does not mention dharma. 

66. PB, pp. 48 ff. We cannot discuss here the question of the influence of the "Great 
Lord" (Mahesvara) in this process. 
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soteriology, and Vedic apologetics. The physical functions of adrsta, 
in particular the specific examples given by the SutrUy are left out of 
consideration in the section on dharma and adharma within the 
systematic survey of the qualities; this section focuses, quite in accor- 
dance with the more popular connotations of dharmUy on socio- 
religious duties and their karmic implications. Instead, it is a section 
in the chapter on **motion'* (i.e., karman in its technical Vaisesika 
meaning) which presents adrsta in its more specifically physical and 
biological role and which refers to the peculiar kinetic functions at- 
tributed to it in the Sutra. 

Prasastapada says that, apart from its other functions, adrsta has to 
account for such phenomena in the merely material, physical realm of 
the elements (mahabhuta) which do not have an otherwise ascertain- 
able cause (anupalabhyamanakdrana) and which can be beneficial or 
harmful (upakarapakarasamartha) to us.^^ This twofold condition 
illustrates a basic ambiguity in the meaning of adrsta: on the one 
hand, it serves as a kind of gap-filler in the realm of physical causality, 
providing a principle of explanation where other, "visible" and there- 
fore preferable causes fail. On the other hand, it serves as a device to 
interpret the world process as samsara, in terms of reward and 
punishment, of what is beneficial and harmful to us, thus not simply 
supplementing, but potentially replacing the whole context of 
"natural" physical causality; as we have seen, Prasastapada tends to 
universalize the presence and influence of dharmic, retributive causal- 
ity, also trying to integrate the "Lord," isvara. 

E. Frauwallner, to whom we owe the most penetrating and reliable 
analysis of the Vaisesika system, has suggested that in its origins the 
Vaisesika was a "pure" philosophy of nature, theoretical in its ori- 
entation, interested in the explanation of natural phenomena, not in 
soteriological schemes and methods of liberation from samsara.^^ 
Whatever the original status of the Vaisesika may have been — 
whether we accept Frauwallner's stimulating, yet inevitably specu- 
lative thesis or not — it remains undeniable that the soteriological 
orientation is not genuinely at home in Vaisesika. This was clearly felt 
even within the Indian tradition; the dharmic commitment and the 
soteriological relevance of the Vaisesika doctrine of categories were 

67. PB, pp. 308 ff. 

68. Ibid. There is a rule in Vaisesika that "invisible" causes should not be invoked as 
long as "visible" causes are available. 

69. Cf. Frauwallner 2, p. 90 (trans., p. 60). 
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repeatedly questioned. Prasastapada*s procedure, as well as that of 
the final redactors of the Vaisesikasiitray may in part be understood as 
a response to such charges, found in the Nyayabhasya and other 
texts.''® Adrsta, which may primarily have been a gap -filler in the 

causal explication of the universe, subsequently offered itself as a 
channel for a much more decidedly dharmic and soteriological re- 
interpretation of the Vaisesika theory of the universe. At the same 
time, this theory of the universe and of the categories of reality was 
presented as a framework and basis for explicating in a theoretically 
coherent manner the status and functions of retributive causality, to 
account for karma in terms of a comprehensive metaphysics and 
categoriology. Insofar as adrsta is presented as a potentially all- 
pervasive factor in the universe, in particular as the moving force of 
its periodic regenerations, a karmic framework has been provided for 
the functioning of "natural" causality; on the other hand, dharmal 
adharmdy or what is called karma in most of the other systems, has 
found its theoretical accommodation in a context which remains 
primarily that of a philosophy of nature and a doctrine of categories. 
This is a balance which is at the same time a compromise, and it has 
obviously contributed to the scholastic petrification of the Vaisesika. 
As we have noticed earlier, this use of ka.rmaladrsta as a principle of 
cosmological explanation was rejected by the Mimamsa; it found, 
however, a more positive response in a school which has a much 
more genuinely soteriological orientation than the Vaisesika: the 
Sahkhya.''^ 

We need not discuss here in detail the more technical problems of 
how adrsta is supposed to function in the contexts of physical and 
mental causation. Our main concern is its status in the general field of 
causality, the question of how it relates to or interacts with other 
causal factors. The most common suggestion in Prasastapada's work 
is that of a causal aggregate in which adrsta functions as one among 
other causes (karana): its absence or presence, just like the absence or 
presence of other factors, may decide whether an effect, be it an act of 
perception or a physiological process, takes place or not; or it may 
add to or subtract from what other causes may bring about. ''^ How- 

70. NBh on 1.1.9 contrasts the Vaisesika categories, as mere neutral objects of 
knowledge, with the soteriologically relevant Nyaya category of prameya. In the 
presentation of its soteriological claim, NBh shows the influence of Buddhist 

thought. 

71. Cf. Frauwallner 1, pp. 404 ff (trans., pp. 318 ff.). 

72. Sec above, p. 285. 
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ever, sometimes it seems to represent not so much one causal factor 
among others, but rather another level of causality, or something hke 
a medium and condition of causal efficacy, which may unleash, neu- 
tralize, or counteract causal influences in the mental as well as in the 
physical sphere. In this sense, its function would come closer to that 
of the "category'* of "potency," saktiy which is included in the 
categorial systems of the Prabhakara school and of Candramati*s 
Dasapadarthi, but is rejected in classical Vaisesika."^^ 

An important condition of the understanding of adrsta is that its 
substrata, the souls, are supposed to be omnipresent (vibhu). Its 
efficacy is thus not at all restricted to that particular body which is 
attached to its underlying atman as an instrument of samsaric ex- 
perience. Since any atman is omnipresent, its adrsta can function 
anywhere and affect all those entities which may become relevant for 
it in terms of karmic reward and punishment. An illustration of this is 
given in Uddyotakara's Nyayavarttika: if somebody waters a tree, 
the success of his action, that is, the process of fertilization and 
growth, may be influenced by the karma of the person who at a later 
time will eat the fruits of the tree; it becomes the function of the tree, 
directed by the karmic potential of a soul which may or may not be 
that of the person who watered the tree, to provide an opportunity of 
retributive experience, of enjoyment.'^'* 

Although any soul's adrsta may potentially function anywhere, it 
has, of course, a specific jurisdiction over the particular body which 
serves as a vehicle of retribution for that soul which is the adrsta's 
"own" underlying substratum. The body, together with the sense- 
organs and the "mind" (manas), provides the atman with its karmic 
rewards and punishments, and the adrsta regulates their appropriate 
distribution. 

The necessity of merit and demerit for the explanation of organic 
processes and structures is already a theme in the Nydyasiltra, and the 
Nyayabhasya and its subcommentaries give us elaborate and for- 
malized "proofs" for this necessity: there have to be vehicles, in- 

73. Cf. Frauwallner 2, p. 154 (trans., p. 109). Sakti is rejected by Vy, p. 194, and 

NK, pp. 144 ff. 

74. Nyayavarttikam (NV) of Udyotakara Misra, ed. V. Dvivedin (Calcutta, Bib- 
liotheca Indica, 1887-1914), on 4AA7: mulasekadikarmakrtam bhoktuh karma- 
peksam prthivyadidhatum anugrhnati. NV on 3.2.67 calls the functions of karma 
with reference to the body "restrictive" (niyamaka). 
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struments of retributive experience; and the complex instrumental 
character of organic bodies (sarira) would remain unexplained if they 
were not seen as fulfilling this very function and as being shaped by 
the retributive causality of dharma and adharma.^^ Karmic causality 
may affect material, physical processes in general; in the realm of life, 
however, it appears as the most basic and decisive factor, as that 
which distinguishes living organisms from lifeless matter. The im- 
plication seems to be that there is no life without karma, that life 
and samsara, the realms of biology and of soteriology, are exactly 
coextensive. 

A diametrically opposed view is presented and rejected in the 
Nyayahhasya — the theory that there is no basic distinction between 
mere matter and living organisms, that all forms of life are Just spon- 
taneous configurations of matter, that there is no need to postulate 
karma as the formative principle of organisms. This radical 
materialistic denial of karmic causality remains, as we have noted 
earlier, far from being a living challenge to the general acceptance of 
the karma theory in classical Indian thought, and its rejection is 
common to the Hindu, Buddhist, and Jaina schools. Yet there are 
certain questions and ambiguities concerning the demarcation line 
between the realms of life and lifeless matter; and it is not always 
simply taken for granted that life and samsara are exactly coextensive. 
The special case of Jainism, which includes even minerals in its hori- 
zon of living, sarnsaric existence, need not concern us here. Even 
within Hinduism, there has been some room for questions and dis- 
agreements and for historical changes in this matter. 

The standard idea of samsara, of transmigratory existence and of 
retributive causality, is that it comprises the whole sphere "from 
Brahma to the tufts of grass" (brahmadistamhaparyanta). Yet, the 
inclusion of the plants or vegetables has not always been accepted in 
all the philosophical schools of Hinduism. In Prasastapada's sys- 
tematization of Vaisesika, vegetables are not classified as living or- 
ganisms (sarira), that is, as receptacles of experience, but as mere 
"objects" (visaya); just like stones, they are nothing but special con- 
figurations of the element earth. "^"^ The Vaisesikasutra itself remains 

75. Nbh on 3.2.63 ff. The definition of sarira is given in 1.1.11. 

76. Ibid. This purvapaksa is already referred to in NS 3.2.63: Bhutebhyo mur- 
tyupadavat tadupadanam. 

77. PB, p. 27. 
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ambiguous and poses, moreover, peculiar philological problems in 
this connection. In later Vaisesika texts, the whole issue is tacitly 
dropped or its treatment is adjusted to the more comprehensive view 
of samsara, which includes the vegetables. An explicit discussion of 
the problem is found in Udayana*s Kiranavali: although trees are 
seats of experience, although they have all the basic attributes of 
living, experiencing beings, Prasastapada chose not to include them in 
the class of sarira, because their internal awareness is extremely faint 
(atimandantahsamjnata) and because they are mostly mere sub- 
sidiaries to other living beings. Udayana still argues for what his 
successors usually take for granted. Certain border-Hne problems are 
also found in the case of the lowest animals, such as worms and 
insects, creatures which are called ksudrajantUy svedaja, and so forth 
in the Indian tradition. The most familiar type of biological or 
zoological classification in India follows the criterion of the origin, 
the kind of "birth" of the various creatures. In two different versions, 
this scheme is already found in two of the oldest Upanisads, the 
Chandogya and the Aitareya. According to the Chandogya Upa- 
nisad,^^ all living beings are either "born of an egg" (andaja), "born 
alive" (jivaja), or "sprout-born" {Hdhhijja, born from something 
that bursts, splits). Instead of this threefold scheme, the Aitareya 
Upanisad^'^ has a fourfold one: "egg-born," "sprout-born" (udhhin- 
naja), "born with an embryonic skin" {jaruja, later usually jarayuja 
and corresponding to jJvaj a), and finally "sweat-born" (svedaja, in a 
more general sense: born from warmth and moisture). The two Upa- 
nisads neither explain nor exemplify exactly what they mean by 
these classifications. However, we find these schemes, predominantly 
the fourfold one, with certain variations in many later texts of differ- 

78. The Sutra which divides the products of earth into organisms, sense organs, and 
objects is found only in the Upaskara version (4.2.1). 

79. Prasastapadahhasyam with the comm. Kiranavali of Udayanacarya, ed. J. N. 
Jetly (Baroda, GOS, 1971), p. 39 Cf. pp. 39-40: vrksadayah pratiniyatabhok- 

tradhisthitah, jTvanamaranasvapnapraiagaranarogabhesajaprayogabTjasaJa 
tlyanubandhanukulopagamapratikulapagamadibhyah prasiddhasarlravat: trees, etc., 
are inhabited by particular experiencers, since they show all the characteristics such 
as living, dying, sleep, waking, disease, curability, seeds, attachment to their own 
species, seeking what is favorable, avoiding what is unfavorable, which we find also 
in the case of what is generally accepted as sarira. In a different context, the question 
is referred to by Vyomasiva (Vy, p. 404). Cf. also Sahkaramisra, Upaskara on VS 
4.2.5. Srldhara in NK, p. 83, denies souls in trees, etc. 

80. Chandogya Upanisad 6.3.1. 

81. Aitareya Upanisad 3.3. 



Copyrighted material 



KARMA, APURVA, AND "NATURAL" CAUSES 



293 



ent branches of Indian learning, in philosophy, in medicine, in 

dharma literature. We need not discuss here the impHcations of the 
anciaja (birds, hsh, etc.) and jJvaja groups (viviparous, mostly mam- 
mals), nor even of the more problematic group of the udhhijja crea- 
tures (which are not always simply understood as plants or vegeta- 
bles, but occasionally also as animals coming from a larva, etc.). The 
group which is of primary interest in the present context is that of the 
"sweat-born" creatures. 

The class of "sweat-born" or "heat-born" creatures often coincides 
more or less with what in other contexts is called ksudrajantu, "little, 
insignificant creatures." The expression ksudrani hhutani is already 
found in the Chandogya Upanisad,^^ where we are told that these 
creatures live according to the rule "be born and die" and do not 
enter the "way of the fathers," which is a cycle leading back to an 
earthly existence, nor the "way of the gods," which is without return 
to earth. It has been suggested that this means that their existence is a 
merely ephemeral one and that they do not take any part in the 
processes of transmigration and retribution.®'* Such an interpretation 
would go beyond the ambiguous statement of the Upanisad, and it 
would not have the support of the parallel version of this text in the 
Brhadaranyaka Upanisad.^^ It seems that we are dealing here not 
with completely extra-transmigrational forms of life, but rather with 
a form of soteriological failure which would relegate these creatures 
to an endless repetition of their state of being, not giving them any 
opportunity for soteriological ascent. 

At any rate, the biological and soteriological status of the creatures 
known as ksudrajantu and svedaja seems to be rather precarious in 
several texts, and more than once the possibility of a spontaneous, 
non-karmic origin of these forms of life suggests itself. Worms, mag- 
gots, lice, and similar creatures are supposed to originate in various 

82. Cf., for example, Manu 1.43 ff. A classification of four types of birth (yoni) is 
also found in Buddhism: andaja, jalabuja, samscdaja, opapatika (Majjhimamkaya 
12, ed. V. Trenckner [London, 18881, vol. 1, p. 73). Opapatika refers to die "sudden" 
origination of gods, and so forth. On Jaina classifications, cf. Frauwallner 2, 
pp. 266 ff. (trans., pp. 193 ff.). Still helpful as a general survey, but to be used with 
caution: B. N. Seal, The Positive Sciences of the Ancient Hindus (London, 1915); on 
plant life: G. P. Majumdar, Vanaspati (Calcutta, 1927). 

83. Chandogya Upanifad 5.10.8. Cf. Panini 2.4.8: ksudrajantavah; Patanjali has 
various suggestions on the exact meaning of the term. Cf. Vy, p. 229: ksudrajantavo 

yukadayah. 

84. Cf. H. von Glasenapp, Indische Geisteswelt (Baden-Baden s.a.), vol. 2, p. 209. 

85. Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 6.2.1-16; esp. 6.2.16. 
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disintegrating materials, in rotting food, in corpses, in pus, in excre- 
ment, and from other kinds of organic warmth and moisture;®^ we 
even have the curious case of the small worms (krmi), which accord- 
ing to some writers on the science of erotics (kamasastra) are pro- 
duced from blood (raktajUy rudhirodbhava) in the female sex organs 
and cause there the "itching" (kandiiti) of sexual passion. None of 
these texts gives us a theory of the spontaneous, non-karmic origina- 
tion of certain forms of life; on the other hand, there is no indication 
of an agency of "souls" and their karma in these processes. 

It is not surprising that the appearance of maggots in rotting mate- 
rials was used by the Carvakas and other materialists in their ar- 
gumentation for a non-karmic, spontaneous origination of life from 
mere matter. In the canonical writings of the Buddhists as well as of 
the Jainas, we hear about a materialistic king by the name of Payasi 
(Prakrit form: Paesi), who conducts various "experiments" to dem- 
onstrate the non-existence of the soul and the soulless origination of 
living creatures.^® For example, he has a person executed whose 
corpse is put in an iron pot which is then sealed up. When the pot is 
opened again some time later, the corpse is full of maggots. For 
Payasi/Paesi, this means: no souls could get into the pot, since it had 
been scaled; so there must have been soulless, spontaneous origina- 
tion of life. And if this is possible in the case of worms, why not also 
in the case of humans? 

The materialistic reference to the allegedly spontaneous origination 
of life in rotting materials is still mentioned in the purvapaksa sections 
of various later texts such as Jayanta's Nyayamanjari; in Jayanta's 
own view, there can be no doubt that it is the presence of souls 
(atman) and the efficacy of their karma which transforms parts of 
rotting substances, such as rotting sourmilk, into the bodies of 
worms, thus creating peculiar vehicles of karmlc retribution.^*^ The 
Jaina commentator Gunaratna even turns the appearance of worms in 
corpses into a direct SLrgument against materialism.^^ In such classical 

86. Cf., e.g., Patanjali, Mahahhasya on Panini 1.4.30: a casual reference to the 
origination of "dung-beetles" (vrscika) from cow-dung. On the same "phenome- 
non," cf. Sahkara (also Bhaskara) on BS 2.1.6. Other examples may be found in 
medical literature. 

87. R. Schmidt, Beitrage zur indischen Erotik (Berlin,^ 1911), p. 257 (quoting from 
the Ratirahasya and the Anahgarahga). 

88. Cf. Frauwallner 2, pp. 297 ff. (trans., pp. 216 ff.). 

89. NM 2, p. 13: sukrasonitadivad dadhyavayavan vikrtan upadasyate. . . . 

90. Tarkarahasyadipika on Haribhadra's ^addarsanasamuccaya, v. 49, ed. M. K. 
^ain (Calcutta, Jnanapltha Murtidevi Jaina Granthamala, 1969), pp. 224 ff. Cf. 
Acarahgasiitra 1.1.6. 
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and later sources, there is, in fact, an increasingly systematic and rigid 
superimposition of religious and soteriological schemes and perspec- 
tives upon biological, zoological, cosmological observations, and a 
gradual evaporation of the spirit of observation, of the empirical 
openness for natural phenomena. The old schemes of biological and 
zoological classification are not further developed or empirically 
supplemented.'^^ The interest in such classihcations is more and more 
overshadowed by the interest in the ways and levels of samsara; the 
old schemes of classification are reduced to, or replaced by, sote- 
riological hierarchies. 

We have discussed earlier how karmic causality, specifically in Vai- 
sesika, interacts with other causes, how it influences or controls phys- 
ical and other natural processes, how its sovereignty is extended and 
stabilized in the development of Vaisesika thought. To conclude this 
discussion, it may be an appropriate experiment to reverse our 
perspective and to ask whether or to what degree the efficacy of 
physical and other "natural," non-karmic causes may extend into 
what should be the domain of karmic retribution. Since retribution 
takes place in the realm of awareness, of the experience (hhoga) of 
pleasure or pain, we may formulate this question as follows: is there 
anything in the realm of experience, of pleasant and unpleasant states 
of awareness, which is controlled not by karma but by the intrusion 
of non-karmic factors? Is there, for example, the possibility of 
"undeserved" suffering caused by "merely" natural causes? In his 
presentation of "pleasure" (sukha) and "pain" (duhkha) as two 
"qualities" (guna) of the soul, Prasastapada states that they arise "in 
relation to dharma" (dharmadyapeksa);'^^ apart from this, not much 
explicit attention is paid to the problem in Vaisesika literature. There 
is certainly nothing that might be compared to the very pronounced 
and explicit way in which some Buddhist texts, specifically of the 
Theravada tradition, address this question. 

In the SamyHttanikaya, Moliyasivaka asks whether it is true that all 
pleasant, painful, and neutral feelings are caused by past deeds (pub- 
hekatahetu). The Buddha responds by enumerating eight different 
causes of diseases; the "ripening of karma" (kammavipaka) is only 
one of these. The conclusion is that the view referred to by 

91. We are not considering certain developments in medical literature. On the Vai- 
sesika way of including the biological materials in mythical soteriological schemes, 

cf. Frauwallner 2, pp. 41 ff. (trans., p. 23). 

92. PB, pp. 259-260. In the case of duhkha (p. 260), reference is made to adharma. 

93. Samyuttanikaya 26.21, ed. L. Fear, vol. 4 (London, 1894), pp. 230 ff. 
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Moliyasivaka is not tenable. The Milindapanha quotes this passage 
from the Samyuttanikaya and relates it to the question of whether 
there can still be painful experiences for the Tathagata whose stock of 
karma has been eliminated.^ The answer is that there can be such 
experiences, caused by physical events like the falling of a stone, and 
that he is still subject to such diseases which are not due to karmic 
factors. Remarkable debates on the scope and limits of karmic causal- 
ity are also found in the Kathavatthii; they illustrate the controversial 
status of this theme as well as the basic contrast which was seen 
between the "private" and experiential processes of the "ripening of 
karma" and such "public" and cosmic processes as the formation of 
the earth. '^^ 

There has been a tendency to disregard or reinterpret the view 
expressed in the Milindapanhay and it has certainly not become the 
prevailing view in Theravada orthodoxy. This view may, in fact, 
show a certain lack of universality and a rigidity in the application of 
the karma principle; yet in the way in which it exposes even the 
Buddha to "ordinary," "natural," "neutral" causality, it opens a di- 
mension of freedom, of indifference towards karma and its peculiarly 
"selfish" and "private" causality. At the very least, it illustrates a 
problem which was usually disregarded or simply precluded by 
definition. 



Epilogue: The "Way of the Fathers" and the 
Theory of Karma in Sahkara's Advaita Vedanta 

Both the Chandogya Upanisad and the Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 
contain, with certain variations, a chapter which P. Deussen has called 
"the most important and most explicit text on the theory of transmi- 
gration which we have from the Vedic period. "^^ The text first pre- 
sents the "five-fire doctrine" ( pancagnividya), which is supposed to 
answer, among other questions, the question why the "other world," 

94. The Milindapanha, ed. V. Trenckner (London, 1880; repr. 1962), pp. 134 ff. 

95. Kathavatthu 7.7—10, specifically 7.7: pathavi kammavipako ti? 7.10 establishes a 
sharp distinction between kamma and kammavipaka. 

96. Cf. the statements of leading Sinhalese authorities referred to by Nyanatiloka, 
Die Fragen des Milindo, vol. 1 (Leipzig, 1919), pp. 216 ff. (n. 121). 

97 Sechzig Upanishads des Veda (Leipzig,^ 1921, repr. 1963), p. 137. The two sec- 
tions are found in Chandogya Upanisad 5.3-10 and Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 6.2 
{=$atapatha Brahmana 14.9.1). 
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in spite of so many creatures dying and passing into it, does not 
become full, that is, how and why there is return from that world into 
this earthly sphere. In the sacrificial language of the Brahmanas, we 
learn that man, in his return, has to pass through five stages or trans- 
formations which are all considered to be sacrificial fires, or as taking 
place within the context of sacrificial fires: man (i.e., deceased man) is 
"sacrificed" by the gods in "that world" as sraddha, "faith"; then he 
becomes soma, rain, food, semen, from which he will again arise as a 
human being. Subsequently, this doctrine is combined with the dis- 
tinction between the "way of the fathers" (pitrydna) and the "way of 
the gods" (devaydna). The "way of the gods" is the way of those 
who, through their knowledge and faith, reach the "world of 
brahman," beyond the sun, and liberation from earthly existence. 
The "way of the fathers," on the other hand, is the way of those who 
have done pious and sacrificial works and have enjoyed the reward 
resulting from these deeds in heaven, but have ultimately been unable 
to avoid the return into an earthly existence. A "third abode" 
(trtiyam sthdnam) is also referred to; it means existence as low ani- 
mals and is for those who do not reach the "way of the gods" or the 
"way of the fathers." According to the Kausitaki Upanisad, all those 
who die proceed at least to the moon from where they may be turned 
back. The doctrines of the "five fires" and of the "two paths" obvi- 
ously do not form an original unity; in fact, the "two paths" found 
outside this combination, for example, in the Kausitaki Upanisady 
and, side by side with the combined version, in the Jaiminiya 
Brdhmana.^^ We cannot and need not enlarge here on the specific 
problems and highly controversial issues connected with the interpre- 
tation of these doctrines. Our primary concern is the character of 
the sequence of events which constitutes the "way of the fathers," its 
type and pattern of regularity, and the way in which man is seen as 
participating in it. 

The downward part of the "way of the fathers** coincides basically 
with the sequence of the "five fires.** However, it is more naturalistic 
in its presentation, describing the sequence of events as a series of 
natural transformations rather than a sacrificial series: there is trans- 

98. Kausitaki Upanisad 1.1 ff. Jaiminiya Brahmana 1.18; the "combined" version: 
1,45 ff. The Jaiminiya versions differ in various ways from the other versions. On the 
transformation into water, food, seed, cf. ^atapatha Brahmana 3.7 AA 

99. For a good survey, cf. H. W. Bodcwkz, Jaiminiya Brahmana 1.1—65. Transla- 
tion and Commentary (Leiden, 1973), pp. 243 ff. 
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formation into ether, wind, rain, and food — that is, nourishing veg- 
etables; these, being eaten and transformed into semen, may lead the 
one who has gone through these stages back into human or possibly 
animal existence. Natural cycles, recurrent, seasonal phenomena 
are used as vehicles of the migrations or transformations of the human 
being between its earthly existences. Death and birth, ascent and 
return — the phases and phenomena of man's existence relate to or 
even coincide with natural, cosmic, meteorological events, such as the 
ascent of smoke to the sky, the phases of the moon, the seasons, the 
seasonal rains. The goal is to get beyond these cyclical, seasonal 
processes, to a permanent heaven or to the world of brahman. In 
several ancient texts, the moon is the lord of the seasons, those reg- 
ularities which imply the recurrence of life and death, which deter- 
mine the scope and the limits of the "way of the fathers." He is the 
guardian of heaven. In the Kausitaki Upanisad, he examines the 
knowledge of those who ascend to him after their death, and he 
decides whether they may proceed to those spheres where they are 
free from the seasonal cycles and the repetition of their earthly exis- 
tence. In the versions of the Chandogya and Brhadaranyaka Upa- 
nisadsj no such function is assigned to the moon; the division of the 
"two ways** takes place already here on earth. In the Jaimimya 
Brahmana, the seasons themselves appear as guardians and conduct 
the decisive examination.^®^ 

There are only a few stations in the succession of events where 
knowledge and merit become relevant. They decide whether one re- 
mains confined to the "way of the fathers" or reaches the "way of the 
gods"; within the "way of the fathers," the merit of past deeds, 
primarily sacrificial acts, decides how long one is allowed to stay in 
the realm of the moon. Apart from this, entering upon the "way of 
the fathers" means to be subject to a succession of events and trans- 
formations which follows its own "natural" order and is not directed 
or kept in motion by the retributive causality of our deeds. To be sent 
into a plant, a vegetable, is not in itself a form of retribution and 
punishment; it is just the ordinary, "natural" way of returning to the 
earth. The texts under discussion are still far from a clear and 

100. The version of the Chandogya Upanisad is more detailed, introducing several 

additional stages of transformation. 

101. Kausitaki Upanisad \.\\ Jaimimya Brahmana 1.18, 46, with the notes by H. W. 
Bodewitz, pp. 55 ff., 117 ff. On the connection between life and death and day and 
night, the phases of the moon, and so forth, cf. Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 3.1.3 ff. 
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thorough conception of karmic, retributive causaHty; other passages 
in the Brhadaranyaka Upanisad may indeed come much closer to 
such a conception. ^^■^ Problems of the continuity and coherence of act 
and retribution or of the durability and identity of the subject in the 
various processes of transformation do not become explicit; the ques- 
tion 'Vho or what transmigrates?" is not really asked. 

A transition which seems particularly delicate and problematic, 
most notably in the version of the Chandogya Upanisad, is the trans- 
fer from the vegetable being into the organism and to the level of 
being of its eater, its consumption and appropriation by a human 
being or by an animal. While natural processes take care of the trans- 
portation up to the vegetable existence, the next step is obviously of a 
different order. The Chandogya Upanisad emphasizes that it is a very 
difficult transition. As a matter of fact, it seems to be left to mere 
chance which kind of Hving being will consume a particular vegetable, 
extract its essence, transform it into the semen of a new creature, its 
own offspring, and thus raise it to its own level of being. The most 
exemplary account of the formation of the semen, a second atman" 
in the body of the father, and of the processes of conception and 
birth, is found in the Aitareya Upanisady and it has been taken for 
granted by the traditional commentators that this has to be under- 
stood in the context of the "way of the fathers." 

Only the version of the Chandogya Upanisad tries to establish a 
relationship between one's type of birth and the preceding good or 
bad conduct (carana), in a passage which appears somewhat abruptly 
and seems to be a later addition. Later systematizers, in particular 
Sahkara, refer specifically to this problematic transition, trying to 
harmonize and to reconcile, but at the same time making explicit the 
differences and tensions between this scheme of thought and the later, 
fully developed theory of karma. 

The most explicit and most coherent discussion of karma and 
transmigration which we find in Sahkara's writings, Bvahnta- 
sUtrabhasya 3.1.1—27, deals primarily with the exegesis of the "two 
ways" and the "five fires," specifically the "way of the fathers." 
Sahkara emphasizes that only sruti is a really authoritative source for 
our knowledge and understanding of the processes of karma and 

102. Cf. Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 3.2.13; 4.4.3 ff. 

103. Chandogya Upanisad 5.10.6. 

104. Aitareya Upanisad 2.1 ff. (= Aitareya Aranyaka 1.5 A ff.). 

105. Chandogya Upanisad 5.10.7. 
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transmigration: attempts to explain this matter in terms of assump- 
tions produced by human thought alone (pumsamatiprahhavah 
kalpanah) are inevitably futile; the various theories and conceptuali- 
zations presented by the Sahkhya or the Vaisesika, by the Buddhists 
or the Jainas, are contradicted by one another as well as by srnti. 
Nevertheless, Sahkara develops a rather elaborate scheme of reason- 
ing designed to harmonize and systematize the teachings of sruti, to 
reconcile the pattern of the "way of the fathers" with that under- 
standing of transmigration which is expressed in the metaphor of the 
caterpillar/"^ an understanding which seems to imply a much more 
direct transition from one body into the next one, without such a 
long and complicated interlude as thepitryana. In his explanation and 
apologetics, Saiikara also uses a peculiar interpretation of the theory 
of apurva; it states that subtle ingredients or transformations of the 
sacrificial oblations, specifically of the sacrificial water, constitute the 
apurva which "envelops" the soul of the sacrificer, accompanies it to 
the heavenly spheres, and keeps it there as long as the sacrificial merit 
lasts. Following an interpretation which had already been 
suggested by Badarayana's predecessor Karsnajini, Sahkara states that 
once a transmigrating soul (jiva) has been led back to earth by the 
"way of the fathers," into the condition of a vegetable, its karmic 
residue (anusaya) will determine its further development. The as- 
sumption of such a residue which remains after the processes of en- 
joyment and cancellation of karma in the heavenly spheres is ex- 
plained and justified in an elaborate discussion. In this way, Sahkara 
tries to bridge what might appear as a gap in the causal sequence, to 
establish that the transition from the vegetable to its "eater** is not left 
to mere chance. 

It is a familiar phenomenon and need not further concern us here 
that Sahkara in his interpretation and apologetics presupposes and 
employs doctrines and conceptual devices developed at a much later 
time than the texts he is dealing with. For our present discussion, it is 
more significant that his exegesis of the "five fires" and the "way of 
the fathers" ultimately and explicitly demonstrates the unreconciled 

106. On BS 3.1.1. 

107. As used in Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 4.4.3. 

108. On BS 3.1.6. This or a similar theory is already referred to and rejected by 
Prabhakara, Brh, p. 323. On BS 3.2.38 ff.,Sahkara criticizes the Mirmrnssi apurva. 

109. Cf. on BS 3.1.8 ff. Badarayana refers to Karsnajini in BS 3.1.9. 
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disparity of these old Upanisadic models and the later systematic 
understanding of karma and transmigration. Following the lead of 
Badarayana, he arrives at a curious juxtaposition of two different 
transmigrating entities (jiva) in one and the same organism. 

The rain which falls to earth nourishes the plants, but it does not 
give them their life-principle. A jiva which is sent down to earth by, 
or in the form of, rain is thus attached to an organism which is already 
occupied and operated by a jiva of its own. It cannot really be em- 
bodied in such an organism; it is only located in it as a kind of "guest 
jiva. " Sahkara is very explicit on this distinction of different jivas in 
one vegetable organism: for the jiva that has been *'born into" and is 
embodied in a vegetable, this means a form of karmic retribution, the 
allocation of a particular vehicle of retributive experience. For the 
"guest jivar on the other hand, no karmic retribution is involved at 
this particular stage. The descent according to the "ways of the 
fathers" has its own order and regularity, with which karmic proces- 
ses do not interfere; as far as this part of the journey is concerned, a 
jiva does not accumulate any new karma, nor does it experience the 
results of previous karma. The juxtaposition and contrast of the 
two jh'us illustrate the interference of two different models of 
thought and, moreover, of different historical layers of the Indian 
tradition: a scheme which is, apart from certain crucial junctures, 
primarily left to "natural," seasonal, cosmic regularities interferes 
with the more comprehensive context of the universalized theory of 
karma and samsara. Sahkara tries faithfully to preserve the peculiar 
teachings on the "five fires" and the "two ways." Yet, these ancient 
Upanisadic schemes appear as curious epiphenomena or as fossilized 
relics in a universe now thoroughly governed by karmic causality. 

In the wider framework of Sahkara's thought, the explication of the 
peculiarities of karma and the exegesis of the sacred texts on this 
matter remain confined to the "lower level" of truth, to the realm of 
vyavahara. Ultimately, the notions of karma and samsara have only 
one meaning and function: to provide a counterpart and stepping- 
stone of liberating knowledge, to show us what ultimate reality is not, 
to expose the spatio-temporal universe in its ontological deficiency. 

110. On BS 3.1.24 ff. The duplication of the jivas, or rather the allocation of "guest 
jlvas" is repeated when the vegetable is eaten and appropriated by a human being or 
an animal (on BS 3.1.26). Ramanuja and other later commentators agree with Sahkara 
on the basic issues of this interpretation. 
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The whole world is only a stage for karmic processes, or rather: 
it is itself nothing but a karmic play. It owes its very existence to 
karmic attachment and superimposition, to that ignorance (avidya) 
which is the root-cause of our karmic involvement and in fact coex- 
tensive with it. To be in the world, to accept its reality as well as one's 
own worldly reality, means to act in the world, to accept it as a 
network of causal relations, of desires and results, as a context of 
practical, pragmatic truth and confirmation. Causality is in its very 
essence karmic causality; it constitutes the "reality'* of the world, a 
reality which can be defined only in terms of means and ends, of 
practical consequences, of "reward" and "punishment," and which 
becomes transparent as soon as the practical involvement in the net- 
work of means and ends is terminated. To be in samsara is not just the 
function of a particular demerit; it is the function of and coincides 
with the "involvement in causes and results" (hetuphalavesa) as 
such. The domains of karma and of cosmic ignorance and illusion 
(avidya, may a) are identical. Karma is thoroughly universalized and 
implemented in Sahkara's philosophy. Yet, this radical and uncom- 
promising consummation of the principle of karma is at the same time 
a radical devaluation.^'^ In a sense, the Lord (isvara) is the only 
subject of transmigration (samsarin), according to Sahkara;^^"* in an 
even more radical sense, there is no samsarin at all. 

111. Cf. Sahkara's commentary on Aitarey a Upanisad 2.1: the world as providing 
manifold facilities ("seats") which are suitable for the manifold living beings to 
experience their karmic results (anekapranikarmaphalopabhogayogyanekad- 
histhanavad). 

112. Cf. Gaudapada, Mandukyakarika 4.56: yavadd hetuphalavesah, samsaras tavad 

ayatah/ ksine hetuphalavese sarnsaro na upapadyate//. Cf. also Suresvara, Naiskar- 
myasiddhi 4.56. According to the tradition of Advaita Vedanta, Gaudapada was the 
teacher of Sahkara's teacher Govinda, while Suresvara was Sahkara's direct disciple. 

113. Universalizations which are at least equally radical and ambiguous are found in 
Buddhism. It is well known that Gaudapada is strongly influenced by the philosophy 
of Nagarjuna. 

114. Sahkara on BS 1.1.5. 
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Karma as a 
''Sociology of Knowledge'' or 
"Social Psychology" of Process/Praxis 

GERALD JAMES LARSON 

Introduction 

An interesting theoretical puzzle that has emerged from the series of 
conferences on the notion of karma in South Asian thought is the 
apparent anomaly between what might be called the "transference of 

karma interpretation" and the "non-transference of karma interpreta- 
tion."' The former appears to correlate with McKim Marriott's and 
Ronald Inden's transactional analysis, involving giving and receiving 
(in the modalities of "optimal," "pessimal," "maximal," and "mini- 
mal") within the context of a unified coded substance and encom- 
passing the entire range o{ varnasramadharma with all of its rules and 
principles regarding food, pollution, marriage, work, and kinship. 
Textual authority for such a transactional analysis (in addition to its 

1. For Marriott's and Inden's "transactional" analysis, see the following: M. Mar- 
riott and R. B. Inden, "Caste Systems," Encyclopaedia Britannica, 15th edition 

(Chicago, 1974), Macropaedia III, pp. 982-991; Marriott and Inden, "Toward an 
Ethnosociology of South Asian Caste Systems," The New Wind: Changing Iden- 
tities in South Asia, ed. K. A. David, World Anthropology Series (The Hague: 
Mouton, 1976); and Marriott, "Hindu Transactions: Diversity without Dualism," 
Transactions and Meaning: Directions in the Anthropology of Exchange and Symbolic 
Behavior, ed. B. Kapferer, ASA Essays in Social Anthropology, I (Philadelphia: 
ISHI Publications, 1976), pp. 109-142. See also the introduction to this volume. 
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contextual data) includes not only Manu and other traditions of 
dharma-sastra but also Vedic traditions of transference (e.g., the 
sapindikarana, and so forth) and more popular notions of transfer- 
ence found, for example, in the epics, the Puranas and later bhakti 
traditions. The "non-transference of karma interpretation" appears 
to correlate with certain philosophical traditions (for example, Yoga 
and Vedanta), involving the notions of lihga, karmasayas, vasanas 
and sarhskaras, in which a person's karmic heritage and karmic pos- 
sibilities are construed individually with apparently no provision for 
transactional transference. Textual authority for such a "non- 
transference perspective" is, of course, the darsana literature or at 
least those portions o{ darsana literature concerned with moksa. Karl 
H. Potter has suggested that the "transference" orientation be desig- 
nated the "/^rijz^rt^i-perspective" and the "non-transference" orienta- 
tion the "wiz^r^j -perspective." Potter has also suggested that these 
two perspectives may represent divergent historic traditions in South 
Asian thought that have coexisted with one another over many cen- 
turies and have generated various efforts at reconciliation — for 
example, the kind of reconciliation attempted in the Gita. ^ 

I wish to argue here that there are conceptual inadequacies both 
in the "transference of karma interpretation** (that is to say, in the 
transactional, pravrtti orientation of Marriott and Inden) and in the 
"non-transference of karma interpretation** (that is to say, in the 
non- transactional, nivrtti orientation of Potter), and that there is a 
larger conceptual framework within the South Asian tradition that 
encompasses both "transference" and "non-transference." More- 
over, I also wish to suggest that this larger conceptual framework of 
karma serves as a rough equivalent in South Asia to what we would 
usually call a "sociology of knowledge" or an interactionist social 
psychology. 

Before setting forth the larger conceptual framework, however, I 
want, first of all, to indicate why I find conceptual limitations in the 
"transference" and "non-transference" interpretations, for these 
limitations became the occasion for my attempting to devise a larger 
conceptual framework. The conceptual inadequacies or limitations to 
which I am referring emerge in the following way. The purpose of 
these conferences was to uncover and describe the system of karma in 
South Asia as an "indigenous conceptual system," and yet the two 

2. See Karl H. Potter's contribution in this volume. 
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most cogent interpretations (namely, "transference" and "non- 
transference") appear to make that purpose unattainable. An impasse, 
indeed a kind of dilemma, shows itself which cannot be resolved 
without moving to a different level of interpretation. If, on the one 
hand, one accepts a "non-transference" interpretation, then it must 
be conceded that only a very few spiritual "virtuosos" (to use 
Weber's terminology) or "athletes of the spirit" (to use Zaehner's 
terminology) ever accepted such an "indigenous conceptual system," 
and that, in fact, we are not really talking about a pervasive or wide- 
spread "indigenous conceptual system" so much as we are talking 
about what is more adequately described as a minor elitist ideology. 
If, on the other hand, one accepts a "transference" interpretation, 
then it must be conceded that such an "indigenous conceptual sys- 
tem" was implicitly or explicitly accepted by everyone except those 
members of the culture who were primarily concerned with devising 
"indigenous conceptual systems." 

At this point, of course, the obvious move is to argue that we have 
here a clear case of "divergent historic traditions" in need of cultural 
reconciliation, but methodologically this is an unwarranted move. 
Why? Because it introduces the interpretive notion of "history," a 
category which has no demonstrable place within any South Asian 
"indigenous conceptual system" (at least prior to the middle of the 
nineteenth century). Quite apart from the merit or lack of merit of an 
historical interpretation, it appears that South Asians themselves sel- 
dom if ever used such an explanation. In other words, however South 
Asians themselves dealt with the issues of "transference," "non- 
transference," and so forth, it certainly was not from the perspective 
of historical interpretation, and by providing historical interpreta- 
tions of South Asian thought and culture modern interpreters are 
more or less talking to themselves. There is nothing wrong with the 
latter enterprise, for at some stage in our work we as modem inter- 
preters of South Asian culture must "encompass" (in Dumont*s 
sense) what South Asian culture represents in our experience. The 
crucial methodological issue, however, is that the "encompassed" can 
never pass itself off as an adequate characterization of an indigenous 
interpretation. In other words, to put it directly, historical interpreta- 
tion is ours, not theirs! In a South Asian environment, historical 
interpretation is no interpretation. It is a zero-category. 

Regarding karma as an "indigenous conceptual system" in South 
Asia, then, interpretive work thus far has reached an impasse, or 
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indeed, as suggested above, a kind of dilemma. On the one hand, 
there is indisputable evidence for both a "transference" and a "non- 
transference" perspective (and various ambiguities in between), and it 
is not really possible to resolve the apparent anomaly by utilizing an 
historical interpretation, since that approach methodologically begs 
the question. On the other hand, McKim Marriott's transactional 
interpretation, which nicely avoids not only unwarranted historical 
interpretation but a number of other methodological biases as well, 
comes up against a remarkable piece of counterevidence. That is to 
say, Marriott's transactional interpretation, which is designed to be a 
theoretical clarification of indigenous South Asian social reality de- 
rived from within the theoretical categories of South Asian thought 
itself, nevertheless appears to be falsified by theoretical interpreta- 
tions within the tradition which represent the tradition's own theoret- 
ical self- awareness, namely, the darsanas. The acid test of a theory 
like Marriott*s must surely be the tradition*s own theoretical reflec- 
tion, and yet the theory appears not to pass the test. This impasse 
then leads to the following dilemma: either (a) karma as an "in- 
digenous conceptual system" harbors an anomaly which cannot be 
resolved other than by going outside the indigenous tradition (in the 
direction of historical, structuralist, or some other non— South Asian 
interpretation) or (b) karma as an "indigenous conceptual system" 
was never recognized as such by those theoreticians within the tradi- 
tion who were responsible for creating "indigenous conceptual sys- 
tems." Moreover, if one is tempted to suggest a third alternative, 
namely, that we are talking about two or more "indigenous concep- 
tual systems," that does not solve the anomaly, for such an alternative 
forces us either (a) to move back to the hrst part of the dilemma or 
(b) to argue that there is no "indigenous conceptual system" of karma 
that encompasses in any important theoretical way the plurality of 
systems that have been uncovered. Ail of the possibilities, in other 
words, lead to the remarkable conclusion that the original question 
for research cannot properly be asked — namely, what is the meaning 
of karma as an "indigenous conceptual system" in South Asia? 

The only way out of this impasse, in my judgment, is to interrogate 
the South Asian tradition further in order to find a broader concep- 
tual framework that overcomes the glaring anomaly of the "transfer- 
ence" and "non-transference" interpretations, and in the sequel I 
shall try to reconstruct such a broader conceptual framework. I shall 
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utilize the Sahkhya philosophy as my primary body of evidence be- 
cause (a) it is admitted by all researchers to be one of the oldest 
conceptual systems in South Asia; (b) it theoretically maintains, in 
my judgment, both a "transference" and a "non-transference" 
perspective; and (c) its influence within the tradition is evident in 
so-called transference environments (for example, the epics, the 
Puranas, and so forth) and in so-called non-transference environ- 
ments (namely the technical darsana literature). (Moreover, I can 
claim a greater expertise in Sahkhya philosophy than in most other 
systems, and, hence, I feel more confident in reconstructing from it 
what I take to be a larger conceptual framework for an interpretation 
of karma as an "indigenous conceptual system" in South Asia.) 

Toward a Larger (Encompassing) Conceptual Framework 

I shall proceed, as it were, by moving sequentially from the "outside" 
to the "inside" (or, in other words, from more abstract general con- 
siderations to the specific issue at hand, namely karma as a conceptual 
system), utilizing, as was already indicated, a Sahkhya inflection of 
the indigenous conceptual system.^ 

AN ONTOLOGY AND EPISTEMOLOGY 

OF REDUCTIVE MATERIALISM APART FROM "CONSCIOUSNESS" 

The notion of prakrti in Sahkhya philosophy implies a closed 
causal system of reductive materialism — "reductive materialism" in 
the sense that all thinking, fantasizing, imagining, feeling, and willing 
can finally be reduced to a modality or function of sheer materiality. 
Sahkhya philosophy, to be sure, is not a crude materialism in the 
sense that awareness is simply an epiphenomenon of some kind of 
gross stuff. Indeed, it is the reverse of crude materialism in that 
Sahkhya argues that gross stuff is an epiphenomenon of subtle mate- 
rial energy. It is true, nevertheless, that Sahkhya refuses to make an 
ontological distinction between what Western thought would call 

3. My treatment of the Sahkhya position is based largely on the Sahkhyakarika and 
its important commentaries. For a study of the history and meaning of the Sahkhya 
(together with the Sanskrit text and English translation of ihe Karika), see my Classi- 
cal Sarhkhya: An Interpretation of Its History and Meaning (Delhi: Motilal Banar- 
sidass, 1969; second revised edition, University of California Press and Motilal 
Banarsidass, 1979). 
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"mind" and "body" or "thought" and "extension," preferring, 
rather, to encompass all such distinctions within the closed causal 
system of emergent prakrti. Ordinary "awareness" (antahkarana- 

vrtti) (citta-vrtti), therefore, according to Sahkhya philosophy, is a 
manifestation of prakrti, as are such residual constructs as uitellect 
(buddhi), ego (ahamkara), mind (manas), subtle body (lihga-sarira), 
gross body (sthula-sarlra) — indeed, this entire manifest world (vy- 
akta, sarga, ksctra, and so forth). An obvious corollary of this re- 
ductive materialism is that karman is also a manifestation of subtle 
materiality and can only be construed within the closed causal sys- 
tem. "Action" in any of its modes is a manifestation (vyakta) of the 
continuous transformation (parinama) and combination (sarhghata) 
occurring within materiality (prakrti). Similarly, the problem of bon- 
dage and release is to be construed solely within the closed causal 
system, and the experience of "release" in Sahkhya has no ontological 
implications whatever. That is to say, in Sahkhya the realization of 
discrimination (viveka) changes nothing ontologically. It only reveals 
what has always been the case, namely that there is a principle beyond 
the closed causal system that never, in fact, has been in bondage. 
Moreover, this realization itself (that is to say, the discrimination of 
purusa) occurs within the closed causal system on the level of the 
huddhi and, thus, has significance solely within the subtle material 
system. Hence, the assertion of the Sahkhya acarya: 

Not any (purusa), therefore, is bound; nor released; nor does any (purusa) 
transmigrate. (Only) prakrti in its various forms transmigrates, is bound and 
is released. (Sahkhyakarika 62) 

In addition, from the point of view of the analysis of experience, yet 
another corollary of this reductive materialism emerges, namely that 
in Sahkhya a definite distinction is made between "consciousness" 
(purusa) and "awareness" (antahkarana-vrtti, citta-vrtti). Whereas 
"awareness" is active, intentional, engaged, and at every moment a 
reflection of subtle materiality, "consciousness" (purusa) cannot 
think, act, be ontologically involved or intentionally related in any 
sense whatever to prakrti. "Consciousness" (purusajy in other words, 
is sheer contentless presence (saksitva). Because of its contentless- 
ness, "consciousness" appears as what it is not, and "awareness" 
appears as if it were "consciousness," and it is this double negation 
occurring within buddhi that generates the epistemological confusion 
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of bondage. When the fundamental epistemic distinction between 

"consciousness" and "awareness" is correctly apperceived, again on 
the level of the buddhi, moksa shows itself as being the case, and 
more than that, as having always been the case and forever to be the 
case subsequently. In other words, the final discrimination is that 
"bondage" and "release" as contraries or sub-contraries are both 
negated; and the jivan-mukta has moved to a new meta-level of ap- 
perception referred to as kaivalya. Expressing these ontological and 
epistemological assertions in the more precise and technical Nyaya 
terminology, the Sahkhya perspective would appear to be the follow- 
ing: "bondage" is an example of pradhvamsahhava, or "consequent 
non-existence," and "release" is an example oi pragabhava, or "ante- 
cedent non-existence"; whereas the fundamental ontological differ- 
ence between purusa ^dprakrti is an example of anyonyabhavay or 
"reciprocal non-existence" (or the logical absence of identity between 
purusa and prakrti under all circumstances), and the lack of relation 
between /?«r«s^i and prakrti is an example of atyantahhavay or "abso- 
lute non-existence" (or the material absence of relation between 
purusa prakrti under all circumstances). 

To my knowledge there is no analogue in the history of Western 
thought to this eccentric form of Indian dualism (wherein prakrti as a 
reductive materialism encompasses gross and subtle matter as well as 
"awareness," "egoity," "intellection," and all "strivings," and pnvMsa 
as "consciousness" is simply contentless presence). The only possible 
exception could be certain traditions in phenomenology, although 
even in these traditions the non-intentionality of consciousness has 
never been seriously entertained. The issue, then, is that we are deal- 
ing here with a way of looking at the world that is remarkably differ- 
ent from our own. Put simply and in reference to these conferences 
on karma, our "awareness," our "identity," and all of our "inten- 
tional" acts have nothing whatever to do with our "consciousness," 
and more than that, the cycle of rebirth and the actions that determine 
our position in the cycle are functions of an "unconscious" (in the 
Indian sense) subtle materiality that is unfolding by means of con- 
tinuous transformation (parinama) and combination (sarnghata). 

In attempting to construct a larger conceptual framework, then, 
the £rst point to be stressed is the admittedly paradoxical one that 
"consciousness" and its freedom (kaivalya) must be, as it were, 
"bracketed" in any discussion of karma (either in terms of a "trans- 
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ference" interpretation or a "non-transference" interpretation). 
"Consciousness" is not a function of the closed causal system of 
reductive materialism, and neither bondage nor release pertains to it! 

THE CONSTITUENT PROCESSES 

OF EXTERNALIZATION, OBJECTIVATION, AND INTERNALIZATION 

Ordinary experience or apperception (as a mode of subtle material- 
ity) presents itself as the awareness of "pain" (duhkhuy apriti), the 
awareness of "alienation" (mbha, visada)^ and the awareness of 
"pleasure" (sukha, priti). "Pain" as an awareness is a feeling of dis- 
comfort (ghora) arising out of the encounter with what appears to be 
outside of oneself (either from the outside world or from one's, own 
mind/body insofar as it presents itself in awareness as "pain-ful"), and 
the awareness of "pain" always carries with it a desire to be free from 
it. "Alienation" as an awareness is a feeling of reification (miidha), of 
having been turned into an entity among entities, and the awareness 
of "alienation" carries with it a neutralization of motivation and af- 
fect. "Pleasure" as an awareness is a feeling of joyous and quiet 
fulfillment (santa), of having appropriated (or interiorized) an object 
or an activity so that one is free from it, and the awareness of "plea- 
sure" carries with it a reflective comprehension of what has been 
appropriated. According to Sahkhya philosophy, these primal feel- 
ings are taken to be manifestations of three procedural and structural 
tendencies that characterize the closed causal system of reductive 
materialism, namely, the constituent process of externalization 
(pravrtti or rajas), the constituent process of objectivation {sthiti or 
tamas), and the constituent process of internalization {prakhya or 
sattva). These constituent processes generate in turn a "constituted" 
world wherein the residual or "constituted" constructs are either (a) 
sattvika (or vaikrta) — that is to say, reflexive internalizations reified 
into ideas, verbal constructions, and so forth, or, in other words, 
what we usually mean by the term "subjective" — or (b) tamasa (or 
bhutadi), that is to say, intentional externalizations reified into subtle 
and gross objects (tanmatras and mahabhutas), or, in other words, 
what we usually mean by the term "objective." This "constituted" 
world (made up of residual constructs that are sattvika and tamasa) is 
mediated by the constituent process of externalization. In other 
words, internalization and objectivation (both as constituent pro- 
cesses and as constituted constructs) cannot manifest themselves as 
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what they are without the dialectically related process of externaliza- 
tion. Similarly, externalization cannot show itself as what it is without 
the dialectically implicit processes of internalization and objectiva- 
tion. From the point of view of the "constituted" world, however, 
the constituent processes are to be construed not as three (namely, 
sattva, rajas, and tamas) but, rather, as two mediated by one (namely, 
sattva and tamas as mediated by rajas). Hence, the entire manifest 
world (vyakta) with all of its constructs (huddhi, aharnkara, and so 
forth) shows itself as either (a) sattvika or (b) tamasa with rajas 
(taijasa) mediating throughout {Sahkhyakarika 25, ''taijasad 
ubhayam"). Because rajas or the constituent process of externaliza- 
tion is a fundamental mediation throughout the closed causal system, 
therefore, "suffering is of the nature of things" (Sahkhyakarika 55, 
''tasmad duhkham svabhavena" or as the Yuktidlpika puts it, "duh- 
kham raja iti"). The experience of suffering constitutes the basis for 
all reflection and all alienation as well as the desire to overcome 
suffering, for there can be neither internalization nor alienation with- 
out a prior /7roce55 of externalization. The constituent process of ex- 
ternahzation, then, is fundamental and basic in Sahkhya philosophy, 
and I would argue that it is the structural basis for the notion of 
karma in all of its modes. However, we have not yet reached the level 
of analysis in which it is appropriate to use the word "karma" in its 
ordinary Indian sense. We have only reached the level of fundamental 
"constituent process." 

THE TWOFOLD CREATION (dvivtdha-sarga): lihga and bhava 

According to Sahkhya philosophy, the "individual person" in our 
ordinary Western usage is construed to be "dividual" (in McKim 
Marriott's sense), or, perhaps better, a "residual construct" made up 
of what I shall call a "marked core" (lihga), a "projecting set of 
predispositions" {bhavas, sarnskaras, vasanas, and so forth), a trans- 
migrating "subtle body" (lihga-sarira), and a manifest "gross body" 
(sthula-sarira), and this "dividual" "residual construct" is located in a 
manifest world (bhautika-sarga). 

The "marked core," or lihga, is made up of buddhi, aharnkara, manas, 
the five sense-capacities and the five action-capacities (and referred to as the 
"thirteenfold instrument," or trayodasa-karana). This "marked core," or 
lihga, is devoid of ordinary experience (nirupabhoga). It can be predomi- 
nantly sattvika or tamasa, as was indicated above, in its intentionality, and is 
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mediated throughout by the constituent process of externalization (rajas). 

(Cf. Sahkhyakarika 23, 24, and 40.) 

The "projecting set of predispositions" (bhavas) are meritorious behavior 
(dharma), unmeritorious behavior (a-dharma), knowledge (jnana), non- 
knowledge (a-jnana), absence of passion (vairagya), passion (raga), power 
(aisvarya), and lack of power (anaisvarya). As is the case with the lihga, so 
also with the "projecting set of predispositions," or bhavas, they can be 
predominantly sattvika or tamasa with the constituent process of externali- 
zation mediating throughout. These bhavas reside in the buddhi and gener- 
ate or project the pratyaya-sarga, or "intellectual creation," of viparyayas, 
asaktis, tustis, and siddhis — in other words, these bhavas are the presupposi- 
tions or predispositions that render "ordinary awareness" or apperception 
possible. 

The transmigrating "subtle body" (lihga-sarira) is made up of the five 
tanmatras, or subtle elements, and is the subtle tamasa-vehicle that accom- 
panies the lihga in the process of transmigration. 

The non-transmigrating "gross body" is the genetic tamasa-form of body 
that is produced from the sexual relations of father and mother. 

Finally, this manifest world (bhautika-sarga) functions as a kind of 
theatre, or to use a favorite Sahkhya analogy, a stage, on which these various 
constructs play their roles, and this manifest world is made up of a divine 
realm wherein the constituent process of internalization (sattva) is domi- 
nant; a human realm wherein the constituent process of externalization 
(rajas) is dominant; and an animal and vegetable world wherein the con- 
stituent process of alienation (tamas) is dominant. 

Such, in brief, is the closed causal system of reductive materialism 
from "Brahma down to a blade of grass" (hrahmadistambaparyan- 
tah,'' Sahkhyakarika 54), or, again, as the frequently quoted refrain 
puts it, ''guna gunesM vartanta iti." 

The social extention of the system, though not directly stated in 
technical Sahkhya texts, can be easily reconstructed on the basis of 
references in the Gita, Sahkara, and Ramanuja (especially in the 
lengthy g^i^7i? -passages of chapters 17 and 18 of the GJta together with 
Sahkara's and Ramanuja's comments). The reconstruction emerges in 
the following manner. The human realm is the realm in which rajas or 
externalization is dominant {Sahkhyakarika 53—54). Since the whole 
system is a closed reductive materialism, on the highest human level 
there would naturally be a tendency to move into a purely inter- 
nalized (divine) condition, and on the lowest human level there 
would naturally be a tendency to move into a purely alienated (animal 
or vegetable) condition. On every human level, however (following 
karikas 53-54), externalization, or rajas, must be present. Thus, 
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This is admittedly a very general and schematic reconstruction, and 
undoubtedly many other kinds of combinations and subcombina- 
tions could have been and probably were worked out (especially in 
juridical environments). This general presentation, however, is suffi- 
cient to show the basic thrust of an indigenous sociology. 

The "dividual" residual construct — that is to say, the "individual 
person" in our ordinary Western sense — is, thus, a peculiar blending 
of lihga, hhava, lihga-sarJra, sthula-sarira, and bhautika-sarga, all of 
which are manifestations of the closed causal system and its con- 
stituent processes (guna guncsu vartanta iti). Ordinary awareness or 
experience within a hierarchical world arises when these subtle mate- 
rial components come together, and a kind of "feedback" continually 
operates on two distinct levels. On one level there is a lihga, or 
"marked core," successively being correlated with a one-time-only 
genetically generated "gross body," and this lihga-\Q\e\ is a sort of 
"deep-structural" predispositional set of possibiHties. (I use the ex- 
pression "deep-structural" to indicate that the lihga-\twt\, according 
to Sahkhya philosophy, is devoid of ordinary experience, or 
nirupahhoga.) On another level there is a ^/7^i^^? -constellation, or a 
"projecting set of predispositions," characterized by ordinary aware- 
ness or experience in a hierarchical world, and this bhava-\c\e\ makes 
up the social reality of everyday life. Both levels reside in the buddhiy 
according to Sahkhya, a concept that also includes the crucial corol- 
lary that each level "feeds" the other. In any "dividual" life there is a 
deep-structural "marked core" (lihga) which determines the place of 
the "dividual" life in the hierarchical scheme of things, and there is a 
surface-structural "projecting" or experiencing (a kind of usage, as it 
were) in the everyday social world which generates traces or further 
residues that will accrue to the "marked core" and in turn determine 
the future placement of the lihga. Each level presupposes the other in 
a dialectical fashion. The very notion of a "marked core" (lihga) 
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being diachronically reborn presupposes a previous systemic "pro- 
jecting" matrix in which the "core's markings" were synchronically 
derived. By the same token, the systemic matrix in which "markings" 
(that is to say, to use Marriott's idiom, substance-code transactions) 
can occur itself presupposes a sequence of "marked cores" (lihgas) 
being diachronically reborn, for only a diachronically derived 
"marked core" could provide the constituents necessary for a (subjec- 
tively and objectively) meaningful set of synchronic transactions to 
occur in a given social reality. (An intriguing piece of evidence that is 
symptomatic of this point that a "marked core" is always presup- 
posed even in the most thoroughly transactional set of matrices is the 
obsessive concern with astrology on all levels of Indian social re- 
ality.). At any given point-instant, therefore, there would appear to be 
operating an intersecting (in the huddhi) set of transactions, one dia- 
chronic (namely, a given lihga, or "marked core," being re-embodied 
in a one-time-only genetically derived "gross body") and one syn- 
chronic (namely, the systemic substance-codes interacting vis-a-vis 
the living "entities" manifesting themselves in a given projective, 
contextual environment). The former (that is to say, the lihga -level) at 
any given point-instant does not provide for "transference," since, of 
course, it is given at that instant. The latter (that is to say, the bhava- 
level) at any given point-instant does provide for "transference," 
since it provides the futural projection for any subsequent point- 
instant. Putting the matter another way, the lihga-level defines the 
appropriation of "pastness" in the present point-instant, whereas the 
bhava-iewei defines the projective, futural possibilities for any sub- 
sequent point-instant in the present point-instant. (Such a temporal 
interpretation of these two levels finds some support in the Yoga 
discussions of the "moment," or ksana, and its modalities, dharma- 
laksana-avastha.) The Sahkhyakarika, while remaining silent on the 
issue of temporality, does assert the dialectical significance of the two 
levels. 

The lihga cannot function without the bhavas. The bhavas cannot function 
without the lihga. Therefore, a twofold creation (dvividhah sargah) operates 
called lihga and bhava. {Sahkhyakarika 52) 

According to Sahkhya philosophy, therefore, it would appear to be 
the case that the term "karma" can be used appropriately both in the 
sense of determined "process" (namely, lihga) and in the sense of 
determining "praxis," or purposeful human activity (namely, bhava). 
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KARMA AS A "SOCIOLOGY OF KNOWLEDGE" 



The dyad process/praxis (or, if one prefers, the dyad marked/marking, 
regressive/progressive, diachronic/synchronic, avyaktalvyakta, 
deep-structure/surface-structure, transferred/transferring, and so 
forth) manifests itself as the specifically human modality of the con- 
stituent process of externalization, or rajas, which in turn is the 
dialectically most significant constituent process of the entire closed 
causal system itself. 



Conclusion 

However one wishes to assess the significance of such an indigenous 
conceptual system, the least that can be said is that it invites us to look 
at the human condition in a way that is remarkably different from our 
usual perspectives. The system, to be sure, has interesting affinities 
with certain kinds of recent Western social-scientific theorizing, most 
notably, I would argue, with the school of "symbolic interactionism" 
in social psychology (in the work of George Herbert Mead, et al.), 
with the phenomenological sociology of everyday life (in the work of 
Alfred Schutz), and with the sociology of knowledge as set forth by 
Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann in The Social Construction of 
Reality. The Sahkhya conceptual system as a whole, however, differs 
from such loose affinities in fundamental and striking ways, and let 
me conclude by briefly calling attention to the most striking differ- 
ences in orientation. 

The Sahkhya emphasis on karma as process/praxis avoids either 
"idealism" or "crude materialism" by encompassing both in a reduc- 
tive materialism that transcends our usual polarities of "subjectivity" 
and "objectivity," "mind" and "body," "ideas" and "objects," and so 
forth. At the same time, of course, the system argues that there is a 
consciousness that is fundamentally "non-intentional" and that must 
be clearly distinguished from our "awareness." Whereas our "aware- 
ness" is derived from within the closed causal system and can be 
studied and measured and tested vis-a-vis the closed causal system, 
there is finally a radical principle of freedom apart from the system. 

According to the Sahkhya, at any given point-instant, two kinds of 
perspective are always possible. From one point of view, the "dis- 
tribution" of knowledge in a society is completely and utterly deter- 
mined by the phylogenetic, socio-biological process occurring within 
the system as a whole. From another point of view, however, the 
system is completely open-ended ontogenetically in so far as my 



Copyrighted material 



3i6 



GERALD JAMES LARSON 



contextual praxis allows me to change my status either marginally 
(by becoming a *'better" or "worse** Brahmana or Vaisya) or radically 
(by becoming a sadhu and thereby opting out of the phylogenetic, 
socio-biological system altogether). Notions of the "individual,** 
"ego,** "society,** "caste,** are only apparent realities, and, finally, 
even my "marked core*' (Imga)y though continuous over a potentially 
endless series of embodiments, is itself only a residual construct 
operating in the larger karmic environment. From one point of view 
the system is absolutely conservative and hierarchical (and was so 
developed in later Vedanta theorizing), and from another point of 
view the system is absolutely radical and revolutionary; and the Sah- 
khya would appear to be suggesting that both points of view are true. 
Vis-a-vis consciousness, or purusa, however, neither the one nor the 
other pertains, since "bondage" and "release" are both intrasystemic 
constructs that have no relevance outside the system. 

The Sahkhya conceptual system of karma as process/praxis can, to 
be sure, be described as a "sociology of knowledge" in the sense that 
It accounts for the "distribution" of knowledge in a society by cor- 
relating "ideas" and "systems of thought" with certain distinct social 
realities and expectations (varnasramadharma), and as such it traces 
both "ideas" and "social reality" to a more fundamental level of 
process/praxis. Or, again, to be sure, one can describe the Sahkhya 
conceptual system of karma as a kind of interactionist social psychol- 
ogy in that it treats the "individual person" as "dividual," a product 
of the interacting of a "marked core," a gross genetically inherited 
physical body, and a social field (varnasramadharma) wherein a con- 
tinuous process/praxis unfolds. What is so strikingly different, how- 
ever, is the valuation which Sahkhya assigns to its sociology of 
knowledge and its social psychology. When one inquires into what 
Werner Stark has called the implicit "axiological grid" of a conceptual 
system, or what Max Weber has called variously the Wert- 
gesichtspunkt (the "value view-point"), or the Wertbeziehung (the 
"value-relation") of a conceptual system, one encounters the remark- 
able conclusion that all of our "ideas" and all of our "social realities" 
are valuable only to the extent that they make us aware of that which 
is closest to us and yet irreducible to any intellectual or social formu- 
lation, namely, our simple presence to ourselves, our consciousness in 
and of itself. 
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197, 210-211, 213, 237, 244 
encompassment, 305 
Epics, the (Mahdbhdrata and 

Rdmdyana), xxiv, 33, 304, ^07 
epidemics, 1 13-1 15 
escape clause, 27-28, 1 10 
eschatology, 10, 137-164 
eternalism (sassata), xxi, 166 
ethical asceticism. Sec asceticism, ethical 
ethical prophecy. See prophecy, ethical 
ethicization, xxi, 138, 146 
evolution. See parindma 
existence, joyful. See sugati 
existence, material basis of. See 

pradhdna 
existence, painful. See diiggati 
experience-body (hhoga-deha), 13, 12 
expiation (prayascitti), xxi, 14, 83, 85, 

95, 252 

fatalism, 90, 221 

fate, xxi, xxv, 23-22, 40, 44, 47, 20. See 

also daiva; destiny 
father, role of, 22, 171-172, 200, 22L See 

also parents, role of 
five-fire-doctrine (pancdgnividyd), 296, 

300 

fluidity of karma, 36-37 . See also dosa 
foetus. See embryo 

food and eating, 9, 18-20, 53, 8L %, 

234, 254-255, 297-298, 300, 301 
{ovQsl-d-wcWQV (vdnaprastha), 2h2 
Frauwallner, E., 28S 
Freud, Sigmund, 34, 171 
fruition, karmic (annbhdga), 52, 218 
funeral rites, 147. See also srdddha 

Gandhabbas. See Gandharvas 
Gandhari, 7 

gandharva, Jaina theory of (transmigrat- 
ing consciousness), 221, 229, 231 

Gandharvas, 13, 24, 93, 107, 111, 171 

Gangadean, A. K., xvi 

garbha. See embryo 

Garland of the Vajra Tantra, 20S 

Garuda Purdna, 17, 22 

gati (condition or situation of a soul 
passing through various lives), 79, 80, 
170, 172, 222, 230-7^1 
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Gautama. See Buddha, the 
Gautama-dharma-SMtra, 79^ 83 
GautamI, 43 

genitals, female. See yoni 

genitals, male. See lihga 

ghosts, hungry. See preta 

gifts and gift-giving (dana), 92 

GJtd. See Bhagavad-Gltd 

Glasenapp, Helmuth von, 177 

God: "arranger" (dhdtr), 45-46, 258; 
acts of, 23-25, 40, 44-47, 50, 57^ or- 
dinances of, 40, 45-46. See also Isvara 

Gonds, L55 

Gosala, Makkhali, 224-225, 22S 
Gotama. See Buddha, the 
gotra-karma (social or familial environ- 
ment), 23J 
Greek eschatology, 138, 150-152 
grhastha (householder), 13, 43, 51, 262 
Grhya Siitra, xx, 6 

gross-body (sthula-sarJra, sha.lus), xxn, 
55, 198-199, 220, 230, 249, 254, 308, 
ill 

guardian spirit, Igbo. See Chi 
Guenther, Herbert V., HL 1^3 
Gunaratna, 294 

gunas (human qualities), 24, 91, 263, 
284, 295; strands of nature, 24, 48, 63, 
9L 247, 2 84- 285. See also rajas; 
sattva; tamas 

gurutalpaga (sleeping with the teacher's 
wife), 70 

Haimendorf, C. von Fiirer, 140, 155 
happiness. See sukha 
Haribhadra, 270 
Harijans, 126 
Hariti, 32 

hatred, 172, 206, 209, 211-212 
heaven(s), xxi, 18, 143, 148, 157, 172, 251, 

253. 17h-177. IM 
Heesterman, }. C., 12 
hell(s), 14, 18,' 80, 85, 143, 148, 157, 172, 

236, 251, 279 
Hertz, Robert, 144 
Hiltebeitel, Alf, 37 

Hinduism, 3-133, 139, 148, 195, 218- 
219, 233-235, 262-263, 266, 291. See 
also Brahmanism 

history and historical interpretation, 
xiv-xx, 305 



hkhyam. See wanderer 
householder. See grhastha 
human effort. Sec effort, human 
humors. See dosa 

husband, role of, 29, 7_Z 171-172. See 
also father; parents 

ideal-model, ideal-type, 137, 141, 143- 
146 

Igbo, of South East Nigeria, 140, 142- 

143, 145, 148, L54 
ignorance (avidyd), 246, 256, 263, 302 
immortality, 9, 270; in bodies, 4-5, 9; in 

souls, 4-5, 9, 56 
imprints. See laksana 
in- bet ween- state -of -being (antara 

hhdva, bar.dohi.sems. . . .), 170-171, 

195-198, 253 
incest, 153 

Inden, Ronald, 5, 303 

individual, 39, 83, 261, 31 1. See also 

dividual 
Indra, 18, 24, 32, 107, 157 
influx, karmic (dsrava), 218 
insanity, exogenous (unmdda), 93, LU 
intercourse, sexual, 9, 19, 99, 169, 156- 

19Z, 206-207 211, 221-222. See also 

procreation 
interpretation, definition of, 241 ; of 

theory of karma, 241 -267 
Iran, 1 57-159 
Islam, 162-163 

Island of the Dead. See Tuma 
Isvara (Lord), 23-24, 273, 288, 302 
Iyer, K. S., 243 

Jaimini, 258, 274 
Jaiminlya Brdhmana, 157, 2 97 
Jainism, xiv, xix, xxv, 9-10, 37, 120, 
122-123, 131, 217-237 270, 291, 300 
Jalandhara, 30 
Jambudvlpa, 236 
Jantu, 34 
Jdtakas, 131 

Jdta-karma. See birth rites 
jdti-smara. See memory of previous lives 
Jayanta, 282-283, 224 
Jesus, 164 

jiva (living entity), 16, 19-20, 52, 54-56, 
59, 79-80, 103, 220, 250-251, 254- 
255, 300-301 
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jivan-mukta (released in this life), 81, 

265, im 

Jnanahhaskara, 113 
Job, 132 

Joyce, James, 14 

jyotistoma (ritual means of attaining 
heaven), 2S4 

Kaca, 43 

Kila, 27, 40, 44-45, 47, 214, 269, 2Z1 
Kali, 9 

Kali-yuga, 25 

kama (desire, lust), 50, 206, 209, 21_1, 

249, 262, 266, 224 
kdma-dhdtH (region of wishes), 1S2 
Kamaksi, 130 
Kamars, 155 

kamma-niroddha. See cessation of 
karma 

kamma-vipdka. See karma-vipdka 
Karnsa, 25 

kdmya-karman (rites for specific ends), 
257, 228 

Kanada, 2M 

Kannaki, 123, 133 

Kannapar, 130 

kapha. See phlegm 

kdrana (cause), 289 

kdrJrJ (rain-producing rites), 278 

Karma-grantha texts, 212 

karma-mlmdmsd. See Mimarnsa 

kdrmdna-sarira (karmic body), 231 

karma-nirodha. See cessation of karma 

karma-patha (path of action), 52, 188. 
See also pravrtti 

karmdsaya. See karmic residue 

Karmasiddhiprakarana, 185 

karma-vipdka (ripening of karma), 9, 14, 
84. 244, 249, 2S5 

karma-yoga. See karma-patha 

karmic residue (anusaya, dsaya, kar- 
mdsaya), 243, 249, 251-252, 256, 260, 
300, 304 

Karna, 4S 

Karsnajini, 31X3 

kartr-vaigunya (faults in the sacrificer), 
283 

Kasdya-prabhrta, 2\7 
Kasyapa, 52, 5S 
Kathdvatthu, 169, 236 
Kausltaki Brdhmana, 152 



Kausltaki Upanisad, 297-298 
kdya. See body 

kdya-kamma (body karma), ISl 
Keith, A. B., 152 
khandhas. See aggregates 
khrag. See blood 
khii.ha. See semen 

killing, 123-124, 128, liL See also 

hrahmahatyd; murder 
king(s), 18, 30, 33-34, 116, 118, 120, 12E 
King, Winston, 179 
Kiranavali, 222 
klesa (affliction), 243 
Knipe, David M., 3, 5, [0, 26 
kramamukti (progressive liberation), 

253. See also liberation 
kriydyoga (yogic practice), 245 
krodha (wrath), 55 
Krsna, 24-26, 28, 48, 52, 57-58 
Ksatriya (warrior), 69, 98, 119, 264 
Kubera, 24. Ki2 
Kumarila, 224 ff. 

laity, 161-162 

laksana (imprint of acts), 5J 

Lapis Lazuli, 194. 200-201. 204. 207. 2U 

latent act. See avijnapti 

Levi-Strauss, Claude, 140 

liberation, 20L 205, 253, 263. 272, 31A. 
See also jlvan-mukti; kramamukti; 
moksa; mukti; nirvdrja; salvation; 
siddha; soteriology; vigraha-gati 

life-of-action. See pravrtti 

life-of-renunciation. See nivrtti. See also 
renunciation; sarnnydsa; tydga 

lifetime, present {drsta-janma), 52, 90, 
95, 1Z8, 244, 249, 256. See also 
prdrahdhakarma; sancita-karma 

lifetimes, other (adrsta-janma), 95, 98, 
105, 116, 178, 244^252 See also mem- 
ory of previous lives 

Liriga (genitals, male), 8. See also core, 
marked 

liriga-sarlra. See subtle-body, 16 
liquor, 156 

lokdkdsa (space at the boundary of the 

Jaina universe), 230, 236 
Lokayata. See Carvaka 
lower levels of truth. See vyavahdra 
Luckmann, Thomas, 315 
luminous-body (taijasa-sarJra), 231 



INDEX AND GLOSSARY 



337 



lust. See kama 
lying, 64^ 15A 

Madhava, 2ZQ 
Madurai, 12A 

Mahdbhdrata, xxii, xxiii, xxv, 30j 32, 

34-35, 38-59, 60, 113. 269 
Mahdkdla Tantra, 194. 206, 213-215 
Mahdkanimavibhahgasutta, 1 Z6 
Mahdparinihhdna Sutta, L9Q 
mahdpdtaka. See mortal sin 
Mahd Sakuludayi Sutta, L60 
MahdtanhdsahkhayasHtta, 169 
Mahavira, 139, 218, 22g 
Majjima Nikdya, 162 
Makkhali Gosala. 5cc Gosala, Makkhali 
Malinowsky, B., 141, 145 
Mallisena, 214 
manas. Sec mind 

Mdnava-dharma-sdstra. See Manu 

mandala, 215 

Mandana Misra, 253 

manes. See ancestors; Pitrs; pitrydna; 

srdddha 
Manimckalai, L33 

mano-kamma (mind karma), 171, ISJ 

Manu, Manusmrti, 6J ff., 3D4 

Mira, 176, 179, 150 

Markandeya, 49-52 

Markandeya Purdna, 21 

marked core (lihga). See core, marked 

Marriott, McKim, xii, xvi, xxi, 10. 

260-265. 303. 306, ill 
Martanda, 8 

material basis for existence. See 
pradhdna 

materialists, 269, 271, 294, 307. See also 

Carvaka; prakrti 
Meade, George Herbert, 315 
medical textbooks. See Ayurvedic 

medicine 

meditation, 27, 184-185. 210, 213. 245- 

2Ah 

memory of previous lives, 105. 108. Sec 

also lifetimes, other (adrsta-janma) 
mendicants, 66. See also begging; monk 
menstruation, 99, 126, 169 
merit transfer. See transfer, merit 
Milinda Panha. See Questions of King 

Milinda, The 
MImamsa (karma-m'imdmsd, piirva- 



mlmdmsd: a philosophy of Vedic 

ritual), L84j 273-284. For uttara- 

mmidmsd, see Vcdanta 
Mlmdmsdsiitra, 273-274 
mind (manas), 55, 62, 102, 104, 115. 173, 

207, 214, 219, 249, 250. 257, 285, 287, 

290, 308 

miscarriage, 7, 100. Sec also procreation, 

abnormal 
model. See ideal-model 
Mohammed, 164 

moksa (release), xv, xxi-xxii, 4, 63, 219, 
225-226, 228. 266-267. 273, 304, 
3 09 . Sec also liberation 

Moliyasivaka, 295 

monk (bhikku, hhiksu, sdmana, 

srdmana), xv, 156, 160, 161-162, 218 
moon, 252, 254 

mortal sin (mahdpdtaka), 6S ff., S4 
mother, role of, 22, 200. See also par- 
ents; wife 
mukti (release), See also liberation 
murder, 158. 183-184. See also 

hrahma-hatyd; killing 
Murugan, Murukan, ill 

Nagarjuna, 139, 152 
Nagasena, 164. 167-168 
Nahusa, 47 
ndlatiydr, \22, 13J 
ndma-karma (name-giving), 23J 
naraka, naraka-loka. See hell(s) 
Narayaniyas, 42 
Narrinai, 120 
natukal (divine stone), 116 
Nayatis, 117 

new- and full-moon sacrifice. See darsa- 

pilrna-mdsa-isti 
nibhana. See nirvdna 
nigodas (communal organisms), 224- 

227, 256 
nihilationism (ucchcda), 166, ^14 
nirvdna, xxi, 4, 32-33, 139-140, 149- 

150. 152, 164. m 
nitya-karman (regular sacrificial rites), 

257. 229 

nivrtti (activity not directed to mainte- 
nance of this world), xxii, 41_, 45, 60, 
82, 265, 267, 3 04 . See also renuncia- 
tion; samnydsa; tydga 
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non-existence, consequent. See 

pradhvamsabhava 
non-existence, reciprocal or antecedent. 

See anyonyabhdva 
no-self. See unatman 
Nyaya, 282-283, iD2 
Nydyabhdsya, 280-281, 286, 2m 
Nydyamanjarl, 282-283, 2M 
Nydyakaruiali, 282 
Nyayasiltra, 290 
Nydyavdrttika, 282, 290 

object of the senses (visaya), 246-247 
Oedipal conflict. Sec father 
omnipresent soul. See vibhu 
Orpheus, Orphic mysteries, 150-1.52 
other lives (adrsta-janma). Sec lifetimes, 
other 

otherworld (paraloka), 145, 147, 270. See 
also heaven, hell 



si. Sec Payasi 
pain. See duhkha 

paucdgnividyd. See five-fire-doctrine 
Pandavas, 45, 47, 50, 52 
paradise, 145. 156. Sec also heaven 
paraloka. See otherworld 
Parasara, 23 

parents, role of, xvi, 22, 29^ 33-36, 97- 
108, 169, 206, 208, 238, 254-?55. See 
also father; mother 

parindma (evolution, transformation), 
220, 227, 247, 309 

Parsons, Talcott, 27, 3D 

Parthasarathi, 27 8 

Parvati, 27, 3tO 

Pascnadi, 173, 192 

Pasupatas, 42 

Pataiijali, 243, 247 . See also Yoga 

patent act. See vijnapti 

paticca-samuppdda. See pratltya- 
sarnutpdda 

patisandhi (consciousness-linking re- 
birth), 169-170 

Payasi, 294 

penance. Sec expiation 
peta. See preta 
phenomenology, 309 
philosophy, philosophical texts. See 
darsana 



pWic^m (kapha, slesman), 36^ 97, 99, 176, 
2JJ 

physiological determinism, 94 ff. See 

also predestination; predispositions 
pilgrimage, 13j 25 

pirida (ball of rice offered to ancestors), 
xviii, 5-6, 2 1 . See also ancestors; 
srdddha 

Pisacas, 93. 108, UJ 

Pitrs (fathers), xvii, 10, 93, LLL 22L 2iL 
See also ancestors; way-of-the-fathers 
pitrydna. See way-of-the-fathers 
pitta. See bile 

plants, 12\-112, 224,252.254,292,298. 

300. ill 
Plato, 151 

pleasure. See sukha 
pollution, 3113 

possession bv spirits or gods, 117-118 
Prabhakara, 275, 280. 290 
pradhdna (material basis of existence), 
56-57 

pradhvamsabhava (consequent non- 
existence), 309 ff. 

prdgdbhdva (antecedent non-existence), 
309 ff. 

Prajapati, 26, 3Z 56, 59. See also 
Brahma-Prajapati 

prajndparddha. Sec common sense, vio- 
lations of 

prakrti (the material world, nature), xxii, 
40, 47, 244-245, 247-248. 263. 308- 
316 

pralaya. Sec doomsday 

prdradbha-karman (acts to be worked 
out in present life), 249, 256-257, 263, 
265. See also lifetime, present; san- 
cita-karma 

prasdda (food left over after offering to 
the gods), 6, 12 

Prasastapada, 284. ^86-787 

pratisandhi. See patisandhi 

pratiscdha (sacrificial prohibitions), 279 

pratltya-samiitpdda (causal chain of de- 
pendent co-origination), 166, 175, L% 

pravrtti (activity directed towards main- 
tenance of this world), xxii, 41, 43, 60, 
82, 265, 26Z, 304, ilO. See also 
karma-patha 

prayascitta. See expiation 

predestination (bhavivasa), 94-96 
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predispositions, 79^ 84^ 277, 31 1-315. 

See also bhava; samskara; scsa; vasana 
prcta (spirit of deceased person), 5^ 

10-11, 16, 69, 108, 190, 221, 223 
Prctakalpa, LZ 

priesthood, specialized. Sec Brahmin; 
piljari 

procreation, 9, 96-108, 197, 216: abnor- 
mal, 7, % 100. Sec also birth 
prophecy, ethical, 147, 159, L62 
Protestantism, IA3 

pudgala-vada, puggala-vada (doctrine 

of a soul), 1A8 
pujari (priest), LLZ Sec also Brahmin 
Pulkasas, LK 

pnnarmrtyu. See redeath 
pitnarvrtti (return), 269 
, punishment. See expiation 
pitnnakkhdya (waning of merit), 124 
Purananilrn, 119-121. 127 
Pnranas, xxiv, 13-15. 22, 27-28, 32, 90, 

108, 304, 107 
purgatory. See hell 
purification, medical, 91 
puriisa (spirit), xxii, 58, 245, 263, 282, 

308. Sec also consciousness 
puTHsakara. See effort, human 
pilrva-mimamsd. See Mlmdmsd 
Pythagoras, 138. l'^0-''^2 

Questions of King Milinda, The, 164, 
167-168, 226 

rain, 21\-222, 254, 297-298, 301. See 
also kdrlrl 

rajas (quality of passion), 63, 102, 105, 
248, m 

rdksasas (demons), 93, 108, LLL See also 
asura 

Ramanuja, 13L 219, 280, 

rasa (fluid), 103, 1£15 

rationalization, L59 

rdo.rje.lHS. See vajra-body 

realism. See sarvdsti-vdda 

rebirth, xxi, 3^ 13, 56, 61-89, 116, 
122-123, 125, 131, 137-192, 217-238, 
268. See also patisandhi; samsdra 

redeath (pnnarmrtyu), 3, 268 

reincarnation. Sec lifetimes, other; 
rebirth 



release. See liberation 

renunciation, 2Z See also nivrtti; sarn- 

nydsa; tyaga 
residue (karmdsaya, scsa, vdsana). See 

predispositions 
reward, L43 

Rg Veda, 1_L 58. IM. 156-158 

rice, xviii-xix, L9, 245-247, 2 54 . See 

also cdrn; pinda 
ripening of karma. See karma-vipdka 
rites of passage, L44 
rtcn.hbrel. See pratltya-samutpdda 
Rudra, 24 

Sabara, 273-274, 278, 2SD 

sacrifice. See sapindJkarana; srdddha; 

Vedic rituals 
Sad-da rsana - sa m u ccaya , 22^1 
Saiva Siddhanta (Caiva Cittanta), 111 
sakti (power), 58, 187, 276, 279, 23Q 
Salikanathamisra, 275 
sallekhand (Jaina practice of fasting until 

death), 213 
salvation, 139-140, 149, 158, 202-203, 

211-214, 272, 2M. See also moksa; 

nirvdria; soteriology 
sdniana. See monk 
sarnghdta (combination), 309 
Sammatlyas, LZQ 

saninydsa, samnydsin (renunciation, re- 
nouncer), xv, 262, 2 64- 265. See also 
liberation 

samsdra (transmigration, circuit of mun- 
dane existence), xix, 4, 38, 50, 52, 57, 
62, 120, 131, 133. 139, 149-150, 152, 
172, 175, 203, 205, 223, 226, 228, 247, 
268, 291, 3 01-30 2 

samskdra (Vedic rite of passage), 5 

samskdra (predispositions), 126, 131, 
243, 248, 277, 280-281, 283, 286, 104:. 
See z\so bhdva; predisposition; t'is^2« J 

Samyutta Nikdya, 166, 1Z9, 295- 2 96 

sancita-karma (acts that remain latent in 
lliL- present life), 249, 256-257, Ihl 

sancJyamdna-karma. See sancita-karma 

Sangam, 117-118, 122 

Saiijaya, 44-4 5 

Sahkara, 133, 250-267, 270, 296-302, 
112 

Saiikaramisra, 286 
Saiikhacijda, 29 
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Sahkhya, xvi, 41, 56, 263, 281, 289, 300, 
307- 316 

Sdhkhya-kdrikd, 308, 311-312, iM 
Sanskritization, 123 

sdpindJkarana rite (ceremony directed to 
the ancestors, part of the srdddha rite), 
3, 304. See also ancestors; Pitrs; 
srdddha 

sarJra. See body 

Sartre, Jean-Paul, 14 

Sarva-darsana-samgraha, 270 

Sarva-siddhdnta-samgraha, 270 

sarvdsti-vdda (Buddhist doctrine of 
reahsm), IZO, 1S2 

sassata. See eternalism 

^atapatha Brdhmana, 157 

sati (widow's self-immolation at hus- 
band's cremation), 1 16, 1 18, 122 

Sat-khanddgama, 2\7 

sattva (quality of goodness or purity), 
54, 63, 98, 105, 247 HO 

Sautrdntikas (Buddhist "followers of the 
sutras"), L85 

Schutz, Alfred, ii5 

seed symbols, 2 07 . See also blja 

semen, 8, 11, 16, 19-21, 34. 36, 59, 98, 
100, 103, 198, 200, 207, 210-211. 216, 
221, 254, 297-299 

sense objects. See objects of the senses 
(visaya) 

sesa (remainder), 79, 84l. See also predis- 
positions 

sex. See intercourse, sexual 

sha.lus. See gross-body 

Shulman, David, 129-130 

siddha (one who has become perfected), 
219, 223, 226-227, 230, 236-237 See 
also liberation 

siddhi (yogic power), 63, 247 

sin, 126, 156 

Siva, 27, 29-30, 124-125, 129-130, 133 
skandhas. See aggregates 
^loka-vdrttika, 27^-279, 282-283 
soma (a sacrificial drink, sometimes per- 
sonified as a god), 20, 156-157 297 
Somaka, 34 
sorcery, 145, 154 

soteriology: medical, 193-216; specula- 
tive, xxii, 263. 288-289, 291, 291. See 
also salvation 

soul, xxi, xxvi, 37 50, 141, 144, 148, 219, 



226, 236, 283, 294. See also atman; 

baloma; pudgala-vdda 
speech, 62, 173, 183. 207, 215, 25Q 
spontaneous origination, 294 
sraddhd (faith, trust), 2 97 
srdddha (ceremony for ancestors), xiv, 3, 

9,19,26,3L33,34,36.I90, 220, 

234-235, 270. See also ancestors; 

Pitrs; sdpindikararia rite 
srdmana. See monk 
srauta rituals. See Vedic rituals 
Sri, 30 

Sridhara, 22-25, 2SJ. 
sruti (revealed texts, the Veda), 300 
Staal, J. F., 12 
Stark, Werner, 316 
starvation, 120, 233 
stealing. See theft 
Stevenson, Ian, 39, 138 
Sthala-puranas, 131 
sthiti (karmic duration), 21S 
sthula-sarlra. See gross-body 
substance (dravya), 91, 208. 220, 249, 
255 

substance-code. See code-substance 

subtle-body (ativdhika, lihga, sfiksma- 
sarira), 16-17, 55, 220, 250-251, 
254-255, 308, 311 

Sudra (servant), 18, 60, 69, 76, 160, 264 

suffering. See dnhkha. 

SHgati (joyful existence, good incarna- 
tion), 172-173 

suicide, 12iL See also sallekhand; satJ; 
starvation 

sukha (happiness, pleasure), 46, 246, 
295, 31D 

sukrtam (good luck, good deed), U 
silksma-sarlra. See subtle-body 
sunyatd, 197, 199, 206, 208. 210, 216 
surd. See liquor 
Suresvara, 255 
Sijrya, 113 
Susruta, 7, 55 
Susruta Sarnhitd, 93, 112 
Suit a Nipdta, 174-176 
svabhdva (own-being, essence), 22, 26, 
4L 186 

svadeha-parindma (current state of 

bondage of soul in body), 219 
svadharma, xv 
svarga. See heaven(s) 
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Svetambaras, 217, 225 
$vetasvatara Upanisad, xv, Ml 
Swanson, Guy, 152- 153, 155 

taijasa-sarJra. See luminous-body 
tamas (quality of darkness or inertia), 

54, 63, 82, 102, 105, 248, 110 
Tamils, Tamilnad, xviii, xxvi, 1 16-133, 

248 

Tantra, 8, 58. 193- 21 6 

Tantra-rahasya, 2EQ 

Tantra-vdrttika, 275, 282-283 

tapas (ascetic heat), 2% 5S 

tarpana (satisfaction or contentment), 9 

tejas (heat, power), 29-30, 5S 

Tcvijja Sutta, 156, L63 

textual variants and multiforms, 28 

theft, 64, 69-70, 86-87, 154 

theory, xiv, 2 41 -2 4 2 

Theravida, 170, 173, 177, 182, 189, 191, 

201-202, 795-296 
thought-impression, body of (bag.- 

chags. . . .), xxii, 198-199 
Tibetan Book of the Dead (Bar. do. . . .), 

1 95- 211 
time. See Kala 
Tipitaka, 188. ISO 
Tirukkural, 122 

TiruvilaiydtarpHrdnam, 123, 129 

tiryancas (animals), 222-223 

transfer: family, 29j food, 10, 18j fruits of 

actions to God, 12, 132; good and evil, 

29: merit, xv, xix, 3, 10, 28-29; 

power, 57^ substance, 14, 58^ lOL Sec 

also transference and non-transference 
transference and non-transference, 

303-^16 
transformation. See parinama 
transmigrating soul. See jlva 
transmigration, xxvi, 13, 19, 57, 142, 145, 

168, 268-302. See also samsdra 
Treatise on Karma. See Karmasiddhi- 

prakarana 
tribal religions of India, contemporary 

(Apa Tanis, Chenchus, Dalflas, 

Kamars, Reddis), 155 
Tripitaka. See Tipitaka 
Trobriand Islanders, 140-143, 145, 148, 

153 

truth, lower. See vyavahdra 



Tuma, 141-147 

tydga (renouncing), 12. See also renunci- 
ation; samnydsa 

uccheda. See nihilation 

Uchendu, Victor C., 142 

Udayana, 29 2 

Uddyotakara, 282, 290 

universe, Jaina. See lokdkdsa 

unmdda. See insanity 

Upanisads, xv, 10, 22, 41-42, 131, 137, 

147, 157-158, 160, 248, 250, 266, 269, 

292, 296-30 2. See also Aitareya; 

Brhaddranyaka; Chdndogya; Kausi- 

taki 
Usas, U 

Utkramayoga, 199 
Utpattikramayoga, 205 
Uttahka, 44 

Httara-mJmdmsd. See Vedanta 
Uttarayaydti, 42, 45 

Vac. See speech 
Vacaspati, 245, 2M 

vadkamma (voice-karma), 62-63, 181, 

2 57. Sec also speech 
Vagbhata, 93, 112 

Vaibhasika, 183. 185, 221, 229. See also 

vihhu 
Vaisesika, 2 8 1 - 30 2 
Vaisesika-siitra, 284-286 
Vaisya (merchant), 18, 60, 69, 98, 264, 

316 

vajra-hody, 195, 214 

Vajrayana. See Tantra 

Vdkyapadlya, 274 

Vamadeva, 255-256 

vdnaprastha. Sec forest-dweller 

varna (class), 69, 7L 76, 82, 98, UZ, 2M. 

Sec also Brahmin; caste; Ksatriya; 

Siadra; Vaisya 
varna-dsrama-dharma (rules governing 

various social classes and stages of 

life), 303, 316 
Varuna, 107, 156 

vdsand (predisposition), 97, 187, 243- 
245, 248-249, 304. See also bhdva; 
predispositions; sarnskdra 

Vasistha-dharma-SHtra, 83, 85 

Vasubandhu, 170-172, 181-183, 185 

Vasudeva, 25 
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vata. Sec wind 
Vatsiyaputras, LZD 
Vatsyayana, 280. 2S6 
Veda(s), 4, 21, 25, 42, 5L 81-82, 119, 
137, 268 

vedanlya-karma (actions that are in- 
tended to be made known), 212 

Vedanta, xvi-xvii, xxi-xxii, 5_5 41, 
56-57, 243, 248-267, 296-302, 304, 

Vedic rituals, 12-13, 154, 184. 192, 270, 
273-274, 283. See also samskara; 
sdpindl-karana; srdddha 

vegetables. See plants 

Vena, 23, 35 

vibhu (omnipresent soul), 219, 229, 290 

Vicakhu, 43 

vidhdna. See destiny 

Vidudabhavatthu, LZ5 

vigraha-gati (intermediate condition free 

of embodiment), 230, 232-233. See 

also liberation 
vijnapti (patent act), L82 ff. 
vikdra (derivative modification), 2 47 
V in ay a Pitaka, 182 
violence, 256 
viparyaya. See awareness 
Vipascit, 32-33 

visaya. Sec objects of the senses 

Visnu, 8, 21, 24, 28, 98, 125, 129, 253 

Visnu-smrti, 68, 85 

Visuddhimagga, L6S 

Visvedevas, 82 

volition. See cctana 

Vrsaparvan, 42 -43 

Vyasa, 15, 42, 245 

vyavahdra (lower truth), 226, 3Di 



wanderer (hkhyam), 197-216. See also 

samnydsin; srdmana 
Watson, J. D., 23E 

way-of-the-fathers (pitrydna), 156, 231, 

234, 237, 251, 296-302 
way-of-the-gods (dcvaydna), 251, 297 
Weber, Max, 140, 144, 146, 149, 158-162, 

305, 316 
Whitehead, Henry, LI7 
Wilson, E. O., 218 

wife, role of, 6, 29-31, 77. Sec also 

mother; parents 
wind (vdta, vayu), 13, 53-54, 59, 99, 

113, 176, 200, 205, 211, 298 
womb (yoni), xxii, 8, 96-108, 172, 199, 

204, 214, 221, 228. 255 
wrath. See krodha 



Yajhavalkya, 62, 266, IhSt 
Ydjnavalkya-dharma-sdstra, 61 -89 
yaksas, 25-24, 23 
Yama, 17^ 27, lOZ, 156, 251 -252 
Yayati, 35, 42, 45 

Yoga, xvi-xvii, 22, M, 213, 243-267, 

304, 112 
Yoga-hhdsya, 247 
Yoga-siltra, 245, 284 
yofii. See womb 

Yudhisthira, 32-33, 35, 44, 43, 45, 4Z 

49- 51 
Yiiktidipikd, 34 

Zaehner, R. C, 105 
Zoroaster, 163-164 

Zoroastrianism, 154, 158-159, 1 6 2- 1 6 3 
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respond to one another in a stimulating process of 
dialectic, opposition, and the reformulation of ques- 
tions that the volume presents but does not pretend to 
settle. 

This book will have a considerable impact upon the 
teaching of Indian philosophy. At the very least, it 
demonstrates the impossibility of speaking of "the 
theory of karma," as is so often done. It also supplies 
the basis for a full study of this important theory. 
Finally, it raises basic methodological problems about 
the study of a non-Western system of soteriology and 
rebirth, questions regarding the interaction of medical 
and philosophical models of the human body, the 
incorporation of philosophical theories into practical 
religions with which they are logically incompatible, 
and the problem of historical reconstruction of a 
complex theory of human life. 

WENDY DONIGER O'FLAHERTY, Professor of 
the History of Religions and Indian Studies at the 
University of Chicago, is the author of numerous 
studies of Indian religion and related subjects. 
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